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Abstract
This qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study aimed to investigate teachers’ experiences
addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within a public school
district in Louisiana. Psychological needs-supportive teaching was defined as the pedagogies
teachers employ to build students’ perceptions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The
study was grounded in Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory (SDT), which posits that
human beings seek growth as part of human nature. The participants were a sample of 12 middle
school teachers of identified gifted students in a Louisiana school district. Data collection
included personal interviews, artifact submissions, and a focus group discussion. The data were
analyzed following van Manen’s wholistic and highlighting approach and Saldaña’s thematic
analysis process of in vivo coding to code the data and develop categories. The three themes that
emerged from the data analysis were relationships, pedagogy, and balance. The study revealed
participants described their experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ psychological
needs as a challenging but rewarding process. However, participants also felt they needed more
training specifically related to needs-supportive academic and socio-emotional teaching for
gifted learners. Findings of this study also showed a need for increased support for gifted
education at all administrative levels and opportunities for professional development for teacher
growth.
Keywords: self-determination theory, gifted, psychological needs, gifted teacher
experiences, well-being
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
Teachers of gifted students are faced with a unique challenge for which they may be
unprepared. School programs are not meeting gifted learners’ psychological and emotional needs
even though the need for specialized instruction has been proven (Brevik et al., 2018;
Mammadov et al., 2018; Suldo et al., 2018; Wiley, 2019). Understanding how successful
teachers of the gifted interact with gifted students is key to creating effective gifted instruction
(Hu, 2019; Matheis et al., 2017). When gifted students become bored, motivation decreases, and
students’ well-being is jeopardized (Brevik et al., 2018; Gomez-Arizaga et al., 2020; Phillips,
2018; Subotnik et al., 2011). Rinn et al. (2020) found several factors contributed to gifted
students’ perceived well-being, including gifted programming decisions, professional
development for teachers of the gifted, differentiated instruction, and federal and state mandates
on standardized testing accountability. In Chapter One, I discussed conflicting perspectives on
teachers’ roles in gifted education, including the historical, social, and theoretical contexts of
those views. Basic psychological needs-satisfaction influences motivation and well-being (Deci
& Ryan, 1985; Stroet et al., 2013). The problem and purpose of my study focused on securing a
clearer understanding of teachers’ experiences addressing the basic psychological needs of gifted
middle school students. The theoretical, empirical, and practical significance sections outlined
evidence of teachers’ methodology addressing gifted students’ psychological needs to extend
theory, addressed the gap in the literature, and discussed the usefulness of the study in the field
of gifted programming. The research questions were aligned with the study’s problem and
purpose. The definitions section listed terminology pertinent to the study. The concluding section
summarized the foundations, theories, and needs presented in Chapter One.
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Background
Although researchers have explored the workings and needs of intellectually advanced
minds, much is still unknown about how gifted students reach their highest potential, and
manifestations of giftedness in students remain an enigma (Dai, 2020; Henfield et al., 2017;
Pfeiffer et al., 2018). Teachers influence students’ academic and socio-emotional needs (Kim,
2016; Kitsantas et al., 2017; Li et al., 2019a; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2017; Samardzija &
Peterson, 2015). Since the 1960s, federal education laws have focused on low-performing
students (Haney, 2013). Federal funding for schools follows these directives leaving teachers
unable to offer appropriate instruction for gifted students (Casalaspi, 2017). Teachers of gifted
students instill critical thinking skills, resiliency, and college readiness skills society depends
upon for the innovation and advancement gifted students can produce (Almukhambetova &
Hernández-Torrano, 2020; Falaschi, 2019; Miller et al., 2021; Wai & Lovett, 2021).
Researchers’ findings have increased attention to the need for improved gifted instruction
and programming designed to meet the psychological, academic, and socio-emotional needs of
gifted students (Farmer et al., 2019; Gomez-Arizaga et al., 2020; Phillips, 2018; Rinn, 2012;
Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2020). Teachers of gifted students can provide psychological needssupportive teaching for gifted students by providing autonomy, competence, and relatedness in
classroom environments to support students’ well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Without needssupportive teaching, gifted learners show increased mental health concerns, negatively impacting
society (Cross & Cross, 2021). Yet, teachers of gifted students report they feel unprepared and
hindered by the lack of professional development training needed to prepare them to meet the
academic or psychological needs of gifted students in their classrooms (Da Fonte & Barton-
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Arwood, 2017; Ekornes, 2017; Jensen & Minke, 2017; Rowan & Townend, 2016; Willis et al.,
2019).
Historical Context
Historically, the focus on educating gifted students has undergone several shifts since the
20th century, directly affecting how teachers approach educating gifted students. From the 1920s
to the 1930s, the education of gifted students was focused on identifying gifted potential and
traits. Terman (1877- 1956), a psychologist, studied a group of gifted individuals that he coined
Termanites, seeking evidence on how giftedness affected success in life (Beauvais, 2016).
Terman believed many gifted individuals were unidentified and thus lacked the proper academic
and psychological support to motivate superior performance and acquisition of their potential
(Beauvais, 2016; Dai, 2020; Worrell et al., 2019). In the 1930s, the work of Hollingsworth
broadened the definition of giftedness. Hollingsworth (1886-1939) supported identification based
on traits such as leadership, creativity, abstract knowledge, and art rather than exclusively relying
on IQ (Jolly, 2005).
Teachers faced another shift in focus related to teaching gifted students from the 1950s to
the 1960s. The education of gifted learners became a national concern after the Soviet Union
successfully launched Sputnik into space ahead of the United States in the late 1950s. The federal
government passed the National Defense Education Act (NDEA), providing significant funding
for increased instructional attention to science and mathematics for academically gifted students
over seven years (Haney, 2013). Teachers were encouraged to provide increased specialized
instruction for gifted and advanced students to build the nation’s expertise. Yet, by the end of the
1960s, the Johnson administration shifted teachers’ instructional attention to underprivileged low
socio-economic status students with the passing of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
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of 1965 (ESEA), which tied state funding to acceptance of federal education directives
(Casalaspi, 2017; Haney, 2013).
Since the passing of ESEA, federal education acts have continued to support specialized
instruction for underprivileged students with little significant or continued support for gifted
education. The Marland Report of 1972 resulted in amendments to ESEA, which established the
Office of Gifted and Talented Education within the United States Department of Education.
Later, the Gifted and Talented Children’s Education Act of 1978 acknowledged the need to
support services for academically gifted students, particularly disadvantaged gifted students. Yet,
the enactment of the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981 (OBRA) eliminated progress toward
federally supported directives for teaching gifted students. The passing of the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001 specifically mandated teachers’ instruction focus on increasing the
standardized testing scores of low-performing students. Currently, the National Association for
Gifted Children (NAGC) indicates that the only federal funding for gifted students’ education is
the Jacob Javits Gifted & Talented Students Education Act passed by Congress in 1988. Yet, the
Act does not fund local gifted education programs (NAGC, 2019a) nor mandate how states must
provide for gifted programming, thus leaving decisions about programming to the ambiguity of
state leaders and local education boards (Pfeiffer et al., 2018; Young & Balli, 2014). These laws
have essentially stripped teachers of resources and choices in the instruction of gifted students.
Classroom teachers have limited options for providing psychological needs-supportive teaching
for gifted students due to the federal, state, and local mandates placed on their instructional time.
Teachers feel pressured by these mandates to focus on test scores related to their job security and
salaries (Mann et al., 2021).
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Social Context
The daily education of children occurs through teachers. Teachers address the needs and
satisfaction of gifted students in educational settings, which have implications for society on
national and global levels (Wai & Lovett, 2021). Renzulli (2020) asserted that gifted students are
social capital for nations; gifted students can change society when they are educated with a focus
on social justice and societal reform. Roberts (2015) explained that teachers are the models of
intellectual humility for gifted students as gifted students need to learn to appreciate others’
alternative perspectives, value failure and mistakes as tools of critical thinking and learning, and
use their advanced reasoning and judgment skills to better society. Teachers of gifted students
guide them through foundational concepts needed to build students’ strength in cultural diversity,
human relations, and justice, which will benefit society (Renzulli, 2020). Without the
psychological needs-support of teachers and specially designed learning environments for gifted
needs, the psychological needs of gifted students may go unmet, causing negative implications
for the development of society (Renzulli, 2020).
When classroom teachers do not meet the psychological needs of gifted students and
gifted students do not have the support needed to reach their potential, society is negatively
impacted. Mental health issues and suicide in gifted students and gifted adults increase when
these psychological needs are unmet (Cross & Cross, 2021; Kuzujanakis, 2021). Gifted students
progressing into college-level coursework may lack the confidence, resiliency, or motivation to
pursue advanced learning and difficult career training leading to a lack of high-level career
professionals (Almukhambetova & Hernández-Torrano, 2020; Falaschi, 2019; Miller et al.,
2021). The advanced critical thinking skills, analytic reasoning, and creativity commonly
associated with gifted learners who invent, discover, and lead society will be negatively



20


impacted when the psychological needs of these learners are thwarted (Wai & Lovett, 2021).
Ambrose (2021) suggested that the leaders of the 21 st century must be ethically skilled in
creativity, giftedness, and leadership to combat the increasing unethical political, socioeconomic, and racial tensions plaguing society. Wai and Lovett (2021) found that needssupportive teaching for developing talent in students, especially gifted students, is society’s best
chance for change through innovative thinking, real-world problem-solving skills, leadership,
invention, and the capacity to affect social justice and change. As evidenced by research, society
relies heavily on the productivity of gifted learners, making the need to support these learners a
critical component of education. The societal impacts of gifted students’ psychological need
satisfaction are evident from the empirical literature, and meeting these psychological needs in
their learning environment can be directly related to teachers (Gagné, 2015).
Teachers deal with family, school, and community societal influences manifested within
the classroom environment. Yet, teachers also have the unique ability to support how gifted
students impact society beyond the learning environment. The psychological needs of gifted
students have a significant impact on society. Gifted students’ impact on society may range from
home and local societal influences to farther reaching cultural and global influences. The
potentially positive societal influences gifted students may impart can be quickly derailed by
inadequate psychological needs-support in the home, school, or community.
The psychological needs of gifted children impact family interactions. Researchers have
shown that having gifted children in a family increases parental and sibling stress (Llinares-Insa
et al., 2020; Renati et al., 2017). Parenting gifted children can be a difficult process involving
academic, social-emotional, and behavioral issues that overwhelm parents, leaving them with
feelings of ignorance, embarrassment, and frustration when dealing with their gifted child’s
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needs (Manasawala & Desai, 2019; Renati et al., 2017). Financial burdens related to gifted
children, such as the costs of specialized academic programs, summer enrichment programs, or
socio-emotional therapy, can increase stress within families. Low socio-economic gifted students
may not be identified due to a lack of resources or parental ignorance about gifted needs (Peters
et al., 2021). Researchers have also established that the way parents respond to a gifted child in
the family directly influences how siblings of the gifted child respond to the increased parental
attention given to the gifted child’s needs (Ben Artzey, 2020; Renati et al., 2017). The
psychological needs of gifted students influence the students’ immediate families’ society, yet
the satisfaction of those needs also makes a substantial contribution to the students’ school
society.
Gifted students play an important role in school environments and school society. Ninkov
(2020) found that gifted learners included in regular education classrooms through inclusion
programs are influencers of learning and motivation. Gifted learners display enthusiasm,
curiosity, and drive, which may stimulate non-gifted classroom peers to approach learning with a
similar mentality, thus pushing them to reach their academic potential (Ninkov, 2020). When
teachers provide increased psychological needs-supportive learning strategies for gifted students,
non-gifted students also benefit from the increased autonomy, competence, and relatedness
strategies which promote their motivation and well-being (Hornstra et al., 2020).
Theoretical Context
Motivation may be related to needs. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory, dating back to
the 1940s, postulated that a person’s growth relies upon the satisfaction of their basic need for
food, shelter, safety, and love, and a person cannot feel motivated if these basic needs are
deficient (Maslow, 1943). Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory posits that self-actualization is
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achieved when a person’s basic needs are satisfied. Researchers have studied individuals’
psychological needs by applying Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory as it relates to needssatisfaction and well-being (Boucher et al., 2017; Dover, 2016). Wasserman and Wasserman
(2020) bridged Maslow’s concept of self-actualization to Deci and Ryan’s self-determination
theory as they connected what Maslow termed self-actualization to what would now be
considered self-determination.
Self-determination theory and basic psychological needs theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985)
state that intrinsic motivation is self-determined when the psychological needs of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness are satisfied, and well-being occurs due to this perceived
satisfaction. BPNT specifies the tenets of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as the primary
factors affecting motivation, mental health, and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Although
SDT/BPNT specifies the three basic needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as
necessary tenets of motivation and well-being, Ryan and Deci (2017) stated that other needs
continue to be considered. Still, they have yet to find substantial evidence to add other basic
needs to the theory. Although self-determination has been connected to self-actualization, Ryan
and Deci (2017) stated that self-actualization, as described in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
theory, lacks precision as the theory does not provide information on what actions a person
would take to reach self-actualization and feel a sense of well-being. SDT/BPNT focuses more
on people’s choices and their actions as components of their intrinsic motivation (Wasserman &
Wasserman, 2020). SDT/BPNT acknowledges the influences of outside factors such as
environment and social interaction on a person’s motivation and actions (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
Thus, SDT/BPNT related to Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory linking social context as a
contributing factor to intrinsic motivation and perceived well-being.
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The social constructivist theory developed by Vygotsky (1978) attributes learning to
social contexts and interaction. Human beings experience their world through culture and
language, and those collaborative experiences impart knowledge and learning (Vygotsky, 1978).
Social constructivist theory ties learning to socialization with both extrinsic and intrinsic
motivation. SDT/BPNT makes a similar connection between intrinsic motivation and feelings of
belonging and relatedness to peers, teachers, and the community. Ribeiro Piske and Stoltz (2021)
studied gifted students’ social and emotional development in the school context and the meaning
attributed to that development by the students, families, and teachers. The authors framed the
study in Vygotskian theory to understand the sense of the participants, relating sense to the
psychological aspects of relationships, environment, and learning of the gifted students (Ribeiro
Piske & Stoltz, 2021). The social cognitive theory relates a person’s behavior and learning to the
environment, social interaction and observation of others, reinforcement of behaviors, and selfefficacy, which explains their belief about their ability to complete a task (Bandura, 1986). Selfefficacy is related to SDT/BPNT as both motivational theories include competence as a factor in
the development of motivation. Mammadov et al. (2018) studied personality traits of gifted
students as predictors of academic achievement and motivation through the lenses of social
cognitive theory and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986) with the motivational tenets of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness of SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
Problem Statement
The problem is that classroom teachers are not providing psychological needs-supportive
teaching for gifted middle school students (Dai, 2020; Ireland et al., 2020; Wiley, 2019; Woo et
al., 2017). When these needs are not met in learning environments, it may cause isolationism,
negative self-concept, and learning obstacles for gifted students (Cavilla, 2019; Kitsantas et al.,
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2017). Psychological needs repression may manifest in mental health problems such as anxiety,
depression, and self-harm ideation (Cross & Cross, 2021; Kuzujanakis, 2021). Teachers are the
main support system for students influencing their motivation, achievement, and self-concept
(Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2017; Ryan & Deci, 2020). Giftedness does not have a consistent
empirical definition leading to copious gifted stereotypes and inconsistent approaches to
supporting gifted students (Dai, 2020; Henfield et al., 2017; Jolly, 2005; NAGC, 2019b; Worrell
et al., 2019). Although researchers have evidenced strong connections between psychological
needs satisfaction, motivation, and academic achievement (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2014;
Ryan & Deci, 2017, 2020; Subotnik et al., 2011), a complete understanding of these factors as
they related to giftedness remains elusive. Gifted students have distinct academic, emotional, and
social demands beyond average students (Dai, 2020; Farmer et al., 2019; Pfeiffer et al., 2018).
Gifted students may struggle in social interactions (Chen et al., 2015; Chung, 2017; Farmer et al.,
2019; Rinn, 2018). The gifted are not a one-size-fits-all population with prefabricated
pedagogical approaches (Dai, 2020; Henfield et al., 2017; Rowan & Townend, 2016; VanTasselBaska & Hubbard, 2016). Researchers have abundantly documented gifted students’ and their
parents’ perceptions of their interactions with teachers, classroom environments, and obstacles to
learning (Cavilla, 2019; Kitsantas et al., 2017; Li et al., 2019a; Manasawala & Desai, 2019;
Ogurlu et al., 2018; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2017; Vialle, 2017). Researchers have approached
the problem of classroom teachers not providing psychological needs-supportive teaching for
gifted middle school students with studies focusing on the teachers’ gifted curriculum, the
teachers’ training, and the teachers’ classroom environment (Miedijensky, 2018; Potts, 2019;
Spoon et al., 2020), but significantly less research is available investigating teachers and their
experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted learners.
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It is apparent from the research that the role of teachers in the provision of needssupportive instruction is a critical aspect of addressing the problem that classroom teachers are
not providing psychological needs-supportive teaching for gifted middle school students, and it
is imperative that teachers’ voices are heard and understood, as teachers are the frontline
providers for the needs of gifted students (Kim, 2016; Samardzija & Peterson, 2015). Although
limited research has explored motivational and self-regulated learning theories as they relate to
gifted underachievement (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2020), much is still unknown about the role of
teachers of gifted students in providing psychological need-supportive pedagogy. The current
literature reflected the need to hear the teachers’ voices and understand the teachers’ experiences
in addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study is to investigate
teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within
a public school district in Louisiana. At this stage in the research, psychological needssupportive teaching will be generally defined as the pedagogies teachers employ to build
students’ perceptions of personal choice in their learning, their ability to learn, and their sense of
belonging within their classroom communities. The theory that guided this study was Deci and
Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory (SDT), which focused on the basic psychological needs
sub-theory (BPNT).
Significance of the Study
This hermeneutic, phenomenological study provided empirical, theoretical, and practical
insight into teachers’ lived experiences addressing the psychological needs of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness of gifted middle school students in learning environments. This
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study sought to aid in understanding teachers’ roles in the developmental pattern of gifted
students and how motivation and well-being were affected by psychological factors compounded
in non-traditional learning environments.
Empirical Significance
Researchers have established that teachers influence students’ motivation and
achievement (Bakx et al., 2019; Ogurlu et al., 2018). The relationships teachers create in
classrooms can promote student growth or hinder it, depending on how the students perceive the
teacher and the strategies the teacher uses within the classroom (Benner et al., 2016;
Ch’ngCh’ng, 2014; Zakreski, 2018). Teachers may feel they do not have time to provide
psychological needs support for gifted students (Szymanski et al., 2018). Teachers may feel
inadequately trained to provide for students’ needs (Handa, 2020; Lee et al., 2021; Spoon et al.,
2020). Gifted students need higher levels of psychological needs-support from their teachers than
on-level learners (Hornstra et al., 2020), yet researchers have shown evidence that teachers lack
the training to handle the emotional and mental health issues of gifted learners (Da Fonte &
Barton-Arwood, 2017; Ekornes, 2017).
Teachers’ pedagogy may influence underachievement in gifted students as it relates to
their motivation for learning. Desmet et al. (2020) found gifted girls demonstrated decreased
motivation and achievement when moving from elementary into middle school or from middle to
high school levels, yet relationships with teachers, teacher-guided goal setting, and students’
self-identity in social environments all positively influenced improvement in underachievement
and motivation (Desmet et al., 2020). Patterns of underachievement due to low motivation in
elementary gifted students increase as students near elementary school completion and move into
the middle school level (Snyder et al., 2019). Decreases in motivation may be attributed to a lack
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of autonomy in the classroom curriculum, low student perceptions of competence in students’
task importance and completion, and inability to feel a sense of relatedness with peers and
teachers (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2014; Oostdam et al., 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2017, 2020).
Lack of guidance and training for teachers of gifted students (Cao et al., 2017; Rinn & Reynolds,
2012), coupled with federal instructional regulations and lack of funding for gifted instruction
(Kettler et al., 2015), cripple teachers’ ability to provide substantial resources for gifted students
and creates negative biases against gifted students (Cross, 2001; Groman, 2019; Zakreski, 2018).
Theoretical Significance
My study extended the SDT/BPNT by investigating teachers’ experiences in the context
of learning environments created specifically for gifted students. From the voices of teachers of
gifted students acting as their advocates to develop, nurture, and sustain psychological needssupportive learning environments for gifted middle school students, I provided insight into
teachers’ experiences as participants in the social contexts in which gifted students are
embedded. SDT/BPNT was extended through the intimate focus on teachers of gifted students in
their interactions with gifted populations of middle school students, which reflected a gap in the
current literature. Research has shown that autonomous motivation develops through the use of
SDT/BPNT and increases when teachers provide psychological needs-supportive environments
(Oostdam et al., 2018, p. 4; Reeve et al., 2003). This study extended SDT and BPNT to other
classroom teachers struggling with teaching gifted students. This study offered a guide to
creating relationships with gifted students and motivating gifted students in learning
environments from the experiences of other teachers of gifted students who felt, interpreted, and
experienced this same situation.
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Practical Significance
Understanding the central phenomenon of how effective teachers of gifted middle school
students address the psychological needs of their students through needs-supportive teaching
pedagogies is a critical factor in the development of academically and psychologically
appropriate programs for gifted students. Godor (2019) revealed teachers’ perceptions about
gifted students through metaphors describing gifted students. Findings revealed the complexity
and diversity of the teachers’ perceptions of gifted learning patterns and needs. This study’s
findings gave other educators realistic expectations and goals for developing, nurturing, and
sustaining well-being in gifted learning environments. Parents of gifted students benefitted from
this study as the findings can be used as a tool for choosing what gifted program, school, or
teachers may be the best fit for their students. Administrators may be able to use the findings
from this study to choose professional development training for teachers of gifted students.
Further research is needed to address the gap in literature focusing on the lived experiences of
teachers. Data from this study, in unison with prior research, painted a richer picture of the
teachers’ experiences with gifted students.
Research Questions
In my research study, I investigated teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological
needs of gifted middle school students as they interacted with gifted students in their daily lives.
SDT and the sub-theory of BPNT were the theoretical frameworks for the proposed study.
Central Research Question
How do teachers describe their experiences addressing gifted middle school students’
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness?
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Sub Question One
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ need for
autonomy?
Sub Question Two
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ need for
competence?
Sub Question Three
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ need for
relatedness?
Definitions
Terms pertinent to the study are listed below to clarify their use within the proposed
research study.
1. Autonomy – Autonomy is the need to regulate one’s experiences and actions pursued due
to authentic interest and desire (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
2. BPNT – Basic psychological needs theory is one of six mini theories derived from the
original self-determination theory of Deci and Ryan (1985). Basic psychological needs
theory explains the interaction of needs-satisfaction (autonomy, competence, and
relatedness) with psychological health and well-being, such as vitality and mental health
(Ryan & Deci, 2017).
3. Competence – Competence, a core element of motivation, is one’s basic need to feel a
sense of ability, accomplishment, and mastery in life contexts (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
4. Giftedness – Giftedness is defined as a characteristic of students who perform higher
than average compared to same-age peers with comparable experiences and
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environmental factors, requiring specialized instruction, programming, and educational
experiences to reach their learning potential (NAGC, 2018).
5.

Psychological needs of gifted students – The basic psychological needs (autonomy,
competence, relatedness) of gifted students are viewed through the lens of the SDT and
BPNT of Deci and Ryan (1985).

6. Relatedness – Relatedness is a basic social need to feel connected to other people through
feelings of being cared for and the ability to care for others (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
7. Self Determination Theory – Self Determination Theory is a theory of human motivation
focusing on the social conditions which promote the growth or stagnation of human
beings (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The theory later incorporated six mini-theories to include
social, cultural, and biological conditions concerning motivation and growth (Deci &
Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017, 2020).
8. Social and emotional needs of gifted students – Affective needs that stem from
asynchronous emotional and psychological development in comparison to academic
achievement, causing feelings of isolation, sensitivity, perfectionism, inability to meet
expectations of themselves or others, and a heightened sense of justice and morality
(NAGC, 2018).
Summary
Gifted students are a unique population of students who present diverse challenges to
those who teach them. The problem is that classroom teachers are not providing psychological
needs-supportive teaching for gifted middle school students. Deci and Ryan’s SDT and BPNT
stress autonomy, competence, and relatedness as primary factors to be satisfied before intrinsic
motivation occurs (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000). Since motivation affects gifted students’
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perceptions of well-being (Lee et al., 2021; Park et al., 2016; White et al., 2018), and teachers’
epistemological beliefs also shape gifted impressions of gifted labeling relating to perceived
well-being and mindset (Kroesbergen et al., 2016; Matheis et al., 2017; Miedijensky, 2018; Roth
& Weinstock, 2013), it is critical to gifted socio-emotional well-being to understand this
relationship fully. Existing research focuses on gifted students’ perspectives, leaving the voices
of teachers of the gifted mostly unheard (Coleman, 2014), and the resultant paucity of research
influenced this research study. Teachers of gifted students have not been adequately represented
in the current literature, with little empirical research into the teachers’ lived experiences
confronting the challenge of teaching gifted students. An abundance of literature exists
supporting the need to address the academic needs of gifted students, and literature similarly
supports the voices of students (Farmer et al., 2019; Kitsantas et al., 2017; Olivier et al., 2021).
Yet, the literature has not provided comprehensive evidence about addressing psychological
needs from the perspective of teachers of gifted students, particularly gifted middle school
students. The purpose of this qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study was to investigate
teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within
a public school district in Louisiana. I utilized SDT as the theoretical framework of my proposed
study and gathered data from teachers about their experiences with gifted middle school students
as they addressed the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which had
not yet been studied.



32


CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
Teachers of gifted students provide support for students who require specialized teaching
beyond challenging academic programming (Brevik et al., 2018; Hu, 2019; Matheis et al., 2017;
Subotnik et al., 2011). Adolescent gifted students are more likely to struggle with anxiety and
depression due to giftedness (Kuzujanakis, 2021), leading to higher suicide rates in competitive
academic settings and when gifted feel alienated (Cross & Cross, 2021). Conflicting findings on
the causes of gifted mental health issues and whether the gifted suffer from these issues more
frequently than non-gifted youth have been reported (Cross & Cross, 2021; Falaschi, 2019;
Fonseca, 2015; Hu, 2019; Wiley, 2019). Motivation and well-being are predicted by students’
psychological needs-satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Needs-supportive teaching fosters
motivation resulting in increased student well-being and decreased negative gifted manifestations
(Cross, 1997; Hornstra et al., 2018; Mammadov et al., 2018; Stroet et al., 2013). This chapter
provides a comprehensive review of the literature relative to this study and outlines the study’s
theoretical framework connecting the theory to gifted students’ motivation and teachers’
experiences teaching gifted students. Traits of giftedness are identified. Obstacles to gifted wellbeing resulting in negative manifestations occurring in the absence of needs-satisfaction in
learning environments are presented. Lastly, the chapter concludes with a summary of the main
concepts and conclusions.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework guiding this qualitative study was self-determination theory
(SDT), posited by Deci and Ryan (1985), linking motivation to social context and environment.
SDT attempts to explain how motivation develops within an individual’s personality through the
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satisfaction of psychological needs and how motivation can be influenced by societal settings to
promote the development of social skills and feelings of personal well-being (Deci & Ryan,
1985). Ryan and Deci (2017) clarified that SDT seeks to understand the influential societal
factors that promote the well-being and success of individuals. The theory focuses on what
makes people feel happy and fulfilled in their daily experiences. SDT looks at influences acting
on an individual’s life, including cultural, societal, and biological, considering internal and
external factors, resulting in increased perceptions of satisfaction and well-being or increased
perceptions of dissatisfaction and ill-being (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017). The
satisfaction of one’s basic psychological needs stimulates motivation, growth, and talent
recognition and elicits fulfillment of one’s potential (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017).
The basic psychological needs theory (BPNT), one of six mini theories included in SDT,
will be the primary focus within the theoretical framework. According to BPNT, the level at
which the three basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met can
positively or negatively affect mental health and self-motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Perceived
well-being is symbiotically contingent on the satisfaction of one’s basic psychological needs,
while unfulfilled psychological needs lead to frustration and ill-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017,
2020). This fluctuation between positive and negative behaviors related to psychological needs
demonstrates the impact of the atmosphere on well-being and proves the relevance of more
research on this topic (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Stroet et al. (2013) confirmed the positive outcome
of needs-supportive teaching as a catalyst for students’ increased motivation to learn and more
actively participate in school activities, creating positive well-being. This literature review
expounded on the research supporting SDT/BPNT related to gifted learners in an attempt to
understand more fully the gifted middle school teachers’ experiences addressing students’
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psychological needs to promote subjective and psychological well-being. Although SDT
encompasses additional aspects of motivation, this study focused on intrinsic motivation factors
noting external factors as influencers of external motivation.
Deci and Ryan (2000) affirm that motivation is valued both for its consequences and
because it produces results. Motivation, how it originates, how it is cultivated, and how it
influences people’s behavior has been an often studied research topic. Motivation is the central
focus of SDT, particularly the factors controlling intrinsic motivation related to learning and
creativity (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Motivation moves individuals to action, guides direction, and
builds energy and perseverance (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2017, 2020).
SDT does not seek explanations for intrinsic motivation but instead promotes and maintains it
(Deci & Ryan, 1985). The value of motivation lies in its consequences (Deci & Ryan, 1985,
2000), which the authors promote as a facet of the real world. This real world is the classroom
for gifted students, and academic achievement is the foremost consequence of concern. Subotnik
et al. (2011), in their monograph on giftedness in psychological science, revealed the
multidimensional academic and psychological needs of gifted students, including motivation,
critical to the development of their talents. The authors called for additional research moving
beyond obstacles of motivation to working constructors of motivation and well-being.
Contrasting evidence shows gifted motivation and well-being may develop through challenges,
failures, and adversity in the pursuit of competence in a selected skill set (Haraldsen et al., 2020;
Subotnik et al., 2011). Gifted students may perceive well-being through the process of
struggling, failing, and trying again until mastery is accomplished. Well-being is derived from
the act of overcoming an obstacle and the realization of autonomy and competence. For the
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gifted, relatedness to peers is built if the barrier is broken with a homogenous, peer-circle team or
collaborative effort such as performance arts or sports (Haraldsen et al., 2020).
Autonomy
Autonomy is one critical element of SDT, as seen through the BPNT lens. SDT defines
autonomy as the psychological need to feel in control of one’s actions and life while making
decisions to implement change. Autonomy-supportive teaching, defined as any actions a person
may take to increase another person’s perception of their sense of action, choice, or ability,
supports this psychological need (Guay et al., 2017; Hornstra et al., 2020; Li et al., 2019a; Reeve
et al., 2003). When the administration supports teachers’ autonomy and competence in the
classroom, a more motivational and supportive classroom environment occurs (Deci & Ryan,
2014). Autonomy-supportive strategies such as allowing students to have a voice in classroom
decisions, allowing choices for assignment completion, creating authentic rationale-driven
lessons, and allowing interest-driven activities where students work at their own pace all promote
increased learning (Jang et al., 2016; Li et al., 2019a; Stroet et al., 2013).
Establishing consistency and predictability in procedures and expectations further
contributes to positive psychological needs satisfaction as gifted students recognize clear goals
and consequences in structured environments. Gifted students thrive in classroom settings with
clearly defined expectations and structure as they perceive the ability to control the outcome of
their actions through the learning activities when guided by a knowledgeable instructor (Cross,
1997). Guay et al. (2017) summarized structure as a precursor to competence and posited that
creating autonomy is more highly predicted when differentiated instruction occurs.
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Competence
Competence is the second psychological need delineated by SDT as a focus of BPNT.
Competence is synonymous with efficacy related to feelings of ability to complete tasks, master
challenges, and initiate actions to meet goals. Students who feel a stronger sense of competence
will feel a stronger sense of autonomy, thus increasing learning motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985,
2000). Gifted students experience competence differently depending on factors such as teacher
support, domain-specific content mastery, and expectations imposed by parents, teachers, and
peers, with some students having strong feelings of competence related to academic ability; in
contrast, others report decreased self-perceived competence (Suldo et al., 2018). The
competence-supportive teacher’s role includes academic work that is interesting and challenging
to learners, productive feedback to guide learning, teaching students how to cope with perceived
failure, and authentic efficacy support (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
Relatedness
Relatedness, the third component of BPNT, references the psychological need people
have to experience feelings of connectedness to others and a sense of belonging and contribution
to a group (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2014). Cross (1997) established relatedness applied to
gifted students as a need occurring when the gifted student’s internal characteristics interacted
with applied external pressures placed on gifted students resulting in a need to be included,
accepted, and with other homogenous peers. Researchers have shown that gifted students,
typically characterized by more intense emotions, react more strongly to peers and classmates’
actions, defining their social and emotional interactions (Fonseca, 2015; Vries et al., 2015;
Wiley, 2019). Gifted students may struggle with feelings of isolationism in classrooms adverse
to gifted characteristics. Teachers may develop positive classroom environments from early
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grade levels where gifted students feel a sense of belonging to the classroom as an important
contributor to the community experiencing elevated feelings of relatedness through contributions
to the classroom dynamic and higher-level learning challenges (Cavilla, 2019). Teachers show
affection and concern in the learning environment through increased attention, helpfulness,
structure, and challenging coursework, which builds students’ sense of relatedness (Kaplan,
2018). SDT provides a strong contextual framework for the proposed study as motivating
students is a consistent priority for teachers, yet the literature is silent on understanding the
experiences of teachers of gifted students as they address the psychological needs of gifted
students in learning environments.
This study was grounded in SDT. I collected detailed data from teachers of gifted
students focusing on their experiences with gifted students and how the teachers experienced
addressing the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in their teaching
of gifted middle school students. The findings from this study explained how teachers of gifted
students know, understand, and make meaning of the development of motivation in gifted middle
school students. The framework guided the current study, as elements of SDT have been shown
to increase well-being in students (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000), and this study potentially
advanced the theory as a critical aspect of gifted programming and curriculum development. This
study offered insight into how teachers of gifted students perceived their experiences as they
related to their relationships with students, their abilities to impact students, and their methods
for increasing gifted students' motivation and well-being. This information about their
experiences sheds light on what training programs are needed for teachers to promote motivation
and well-being in learning environments specifically designed for the gifted.
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Related Literature
Classroom teachers play a critical role in the lives of gifted students, and the teachers’
pedagogy influences the motivation and performance of students (Kaplan, 2018). Motivation is
fostered by psychological needs-support for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci &
Ryan, 1985). Teachers can meet the psychological needs of gifted students and promote wellbeing within the learning environment when they understand the characteristics of gifted
students. Teachers of gifted students acknowledge the emotionally and socially driven, diverse
characteristics of gifted students in the classroom setting and provide differentiated strategies in
academic and social-emotional resources as a need, not an option for these unique students
(Fonseca, 2015; Mammadov et al., 2018; Peterson, 2015; Wiley, 2019). Cross (1997) stressed
the importance of remembering that gifted students are still children, and as children, their wellbeing is directly related to issues relevant to their age level.
Teacher Obstacles when Providing Needs-Supportive Teaching for Gifted Students
Difficulties may arise for teachers who do not understand how gifted students respond to
their imposed learning environment’s milieu due to their gifted personality and asynchronous
development. Lubinski (2016) supported the need to foster an appreciation for the variation and
diversity of gifted learners, which creates their multi-dimensional perceptions of self-identity,
life, and achievement. Educators of gifted students need to understand that gifted students are
influenced by factors different from their non-gifted counterparts; gifted students see and
experience the world differently (Fonseca, 2015; Mammadov et al., 2018; Peterson, 2015).
Teachers are the central support system for gifted students in school environments, and teachers’
perceptions about gifted students influence how they teach gifted students and interact with
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them. Yet, multiple factors hinder teachers’ ability to meet the psychological needs of gifted
students in learning environments.
Lack of Preparation
Educational training programs for pre-service teachers rarely included coursework related
to giftedness, leaving pre-service teachers ignorant regarding best practices for teaching gifted
students (Troxclair, 2013). This lack of training may increase the development of anti-gifted
sentiments and negative responses to gifted strategies, such as ability grouping and acceleration,
preventing gifted students’ growth and needs-satisfaction (Troxclair, 2013). With teacher
training programs deficient in gifted coursework, most teachers are not given the opportunity to
learn the strategies and supportive teaching styles beneficial for gifted students, so professional
development is necessary to build teachers’ understanding of giftedness and classroom planning
strategies for gifted instruction (Spoon et al., 2020). Differentiation is an effective strategy for
meeting the needs of gifted learners (Handa, 2020; Sekowski & Lubianka, 2015; VanTasselBaska & Little, 2017), yet teachers may think student participation is indicative of substantive
challenge for gifted students, and the teachers do not know how to use differentiation
appropriately (Abu et al., 2017). Training in differentiation strategies with classroom support and
administrative monitoring benefits new and in-service regular education teachers of gifted
students (VanTassel-Baska & Little, 2017). Pre-service teachers have voiced concerns over a
lack of knowledge in how to handle the socio-emotional needs of gifted students and students
with learning disabilities, stating they do not have the skill to communicate effectively with the
families of these students (Jensen & Minke, 2017; Rowan & Townend, 2016). Gifted students
who have other accompanying learning disabilities or exceptionalities are termed twiceexceptional (2e) students (Assouline et al., 2010). Differentiation strategies are especially
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relevant for 2e students, and teachers of 2e students may struggle with this specialized subset of
the gifted population.
Challenges of Twice-Exceptional Students
Teachers of 2e students contend with additional demands associated with both gifted
needs and the needs of the students’ second exceptionality, such as attention deficit disorder,
autism spectrum disorder, dyslexia, or a multitude of other possible learning, emotional,
physical, or mental disabilities. Both 2e students and gifted students fit the description of
students considered high-risk learners, as their exceptionalities increase their risk for alienation
from peers and teachers, decreased academic motivation, socio-emotional disturbance, or apathy
(Townend & Pendergast, 2015). Roberson (2016) studied the challenges regular education
classroom teachers face teaching 2e students from the experiences and perspectives of the
classroom teachers. The teachers reported feeling unprepared to handle gifted and 2e students'
needs because they either did not have pre-service training on gifted and 2e students' needs in
their college education classes or received minimal training in giftedness or learning disabilities
(Roberson, 2016). The educational benefits of teacher training on giftedness and diverse learning
needs can increase the identification of 2e students, as teachers better trained in giftedness will
recognize and identify 2e students for gifted programming (Jones, 2014). “In an education
system that is crisis-rich and time-poor, every minute (and every dollar) invested in the support
of early-career teachers needs to be as effective as possible” (Rowan & Townend, 2016, p. 3).
Teachers recognize and desire additional training relevant to improved needs-supportive teaching
practices from the evidence presented.
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Socio-Emotional Issues in Gifted Students
Many teachers do not feel adequately trained or prepared to meet the academic, socioemotional, or psychological needs of gifted students in their classrooms (Da Fonte & BartonArwood, 2017; Ekornes, 2017; Jensen & Minke, 2017; Rowan & Townend, 2016; Willis et al.,
2019). Yet, researchers have also established that teachers of gifted students need specialized
training to understand the needs of this unique population of students and create environments
that promote their well-being (Cao et al., 2017; Ireland et al., 2020; Kettler et al., 2015; Rinn &
Reynolds, 2012). Needs-dissatisfaction can give rise to mental health issues and negative
manifestations such as academic motivation, lack of emotional control, violence, drug or
substance abuse, isolationism, or suicidal tendencies in gifted students (Bowman et al., 2017;
Cross & Cross, 2021; McMillan & Jarvis, 2017). Teachers worry about the weight of
responsibility for gifted students’ mental health and whether they can do enough to help students
cope while still feeling the pressure to meet academic testing goals and imposed curriculums
(Mazzer & Rickwood, 2015; Willis et al., 2019; Willis & Nagel, 2015). Ekornes (2017), in a
study of 771 teachers, found that teachers felt torn between trying to help students deal with
mental health concerns and well-being while knowing they are not equipped to provide the level
of support some students need. These feelings were more prominent among female teachers
teaching elementary and middle school (Ekornes, 2017). Teachers may experience negative
behaviors from gifted students involving bullying, decreased mental health, self-harm, and
decreased academic performance (Corson et al., 2018; Cross et al., 2020; Groman, 2019).
Several factors contribute to bullying and victimization in gifted populations, with gifted
students in the role of both victims and perpetrators of bullying (Groman, 2019). Researchers
have provided evidence that bullying of gifted students may occur due to gifted personality traits
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such as advanced cognitive abilities, asynchronous development, perfectionism, and increased
sensitivities (Peterson & Ray, 2006). In contrast, research supported the opposing finding of
stronger social adaptability and better social relationships with peers than non-gifted populations
(Francis et al., 2016). Ryoo et al. (2017) reported no relationship between gifted characteristics
and instances of bullying and posited other victimization causes, including friend groups, school
climate, and environmental factors. Teachers rarely know about the victimization of gifted
students as gifted students are less likely to ask for help or share bullying experiences with
teachers, and few studies have been conducted primarily on bullying in gifted populations
(Peterson & Ray, 2006; Ryoo et al., 2017).
Predictable stereotypes of gifted students do not typically include views of the gifted as
bullies, but bullying enacted by gifted students has been documented as a coping mechanism for
dealing with stressful transitions (Peterson & Ray, 2006). Moving into middle school from
elementary school can be stressful for gifted students as they attempt to re-establish peer groups,
academic dominance, and teacher expectations (Pelchar & Bain, 2014). Bullying of other
students by gifted students may be the result of a multitude of factors associated with the gifted
label, including identity confusion, peer taunting, asynchronous academic development,
immaturity, and unclear expectations from adults, which can create rage, loss of control, and
overly emotional responses (Groman, 2019). Schools that create learning environments accepting
gifted learners’ diverse needs and traits, focusing on developing social and emotional coping
skills, will stimulate student well-being (Ryoo et al., 2017). The experiences of teachers of gifted
students who successfully create psychological needs-supportive learning environments
supporting students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness can shed light on gifted
socialization issues and how to address these tenets of SDT to promote student well-being.
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Students’ psychological well-being is challenged by student-against-student violence
with negative manifestations of low academic performance, loss of motivation, anxiety,
loneliness, depression, and suicide ideation (Corboz et al., 2018; Williford et al., 2012). Veas et
al. (2018) suggested that research on gifted underachievement should take a more wholistic,
systems-based approach focusing on all the interwoven factors that play into the dynamics of
gifted underachievement. Underachievement results from decreased motivation, which occurs in
gifted students when they are academically bored or feel unsupported, and these feelings lead to
reduced well-being (Subotnik et al., 2011). Research deemed “psychological autopsies” of gifted
students reveal that suicide and suicide ideation may result from the increased pressures of gifted
labeling, bullying and victimization, and lack of mental well-being (Cross et al., 2002; Hyatt,
2010). Cross and Cross (2021) posited increased suicide ideation and suicide completion among
gifted populations stemming from gifted labeling, academic pressures from peers, teachers, and
parents, and social and emotional feelings of inadequacy or failure. Statistics on the prevalence
of suicide do not include giftedness as a demographic; thus, no accurate composite of the number
of gifted suicides is known (Cross & Cross, 2021; Cross et al., 2020).
Researchers have relied more heavily on the voices of gifted students, parents of gifted
students, and other stakeholders rather than the voices of teachers of the gifted in studies
evaluating gifted students’ needs, the effectiveness of gifted programming, and the qualifications
and traits of effective teachers of gifted students, thus creating a paucity of research investigating
the experiences of teachers of gifted students. Nevertheless, understanding the experiences of
teachers of the gifted is a critical aspect of understanding how to serve gifted students better and
how to prepare teachers better to handle the demands of teaching gifted students and the creation
of needs-supportive learning environments for gifted students. Shurtleff (2020) stated that of all
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the significant input needed from the stakeholders in educational settings, the most important
was from teachers who know first-hand the needs of their students, the weaknesses in the
education system, and the lack of resources available to help them provide what their students
need most.
For many gifted students, the school environment does not adequately provide for their
social and emotional needs leading to deficient well-being (Casino-Garcia et al., 2019). Although
researchers support implementing social and emotional learning programs for all students in
schools, many programs are lackluster, piecemeal character-building lessons offered sporadically
with little comprehension of students’ actual social and emotional needs (Cavilla, 2019). Deci
and Ryan (2000) specified the relationship between teacher-controlling behaviors and decreased
motivation. Classroom teachers/ behaviors may produce decreased motivation and frustration of
psychological needs when control suppresses student autonomy, decreasing competence, causing
the inability to experience relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Reeve, 2009). Concerns arise when
gifted students have unsatisfied psychological needs, which manifest in negative behaviors.
Gifted students may suffer negative emotional, social, and psychological consequences such as
isolationism, bullying, victimization, aggression, underachievement, and self-harm ideation if
psychological needs are unsatisfied and negative feelings dominate (Allen, 2017; Corson et al.,
2018; Cross, 1997; Cross et al., 2006; Cross et al., 2020; Cross & Cross, 2021; Peterson & Ray,
2006; Ryoo et al., 2017).
Negative manifestations of needs-dissatisfaction occur in learning environments when
basic psychological needs are not met. Greenberg et al. (1997) asserted that SDT could not
explain human nature’s more harmful or base elements. However, Deci and Ryan (2000) stated
that although SDT is renowned as a motivational theory addressing perceptions of well-being
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and personal growth, the theory also addresses the negative consequences resulting from a
person’s inability to attain needs satisfaction and psychological needs-thwarted behavior
manifestations (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Teachers may experience negative behaviors from gifted
students involving bullying, decreased mental health, self-harm, and decreased academic
performance (Corson et al., 2018; Cross et al., 2020; Groman, 2019). As this study hopes to
understand more clearly how teachers can promote well-being in gifted students through the lens
of SDT, it is particularly relevant to explore how unfulfilled needs may incite adverse reactions
and behaviors teachers address in the context of the classroom atmosphere.
Misunderstood Gifted Traits and Behaviors
Teachers with heterogeneously grouped classes may struggle with gifted students who
have difficulty working in groups, participating in discussions, and interacting with peers, as
some gifted students seem unable to appreciate differing perspectives. Adolescents with higher
cognitive rigidity, the inability to think and mentally process in ways beyond their own thinking,
may be increasingly prone to low self-efficacy and autoaggressive behaviors (Azarova et al.,
2021). Gifted students may struggle to discern between their identity and their perspectives in
academic discussions (Meltzer, 2014; Zakreski, 2018). For many gifted students, their identity is
rooted in their gifted label, so academic challenges are challenges to their intelligence which they
defend by arguing with peers and displaying feelings of anger when challenged (Eklund et al.,
2015; Peterson, 2015). Gifted students who experience cognitive rigidity cannot productively
collaborate with peers experiencing feelings of failure and frustration, negatively impacting their
self-perception. Specific learning interventions to address cognitive rigidity and emotional
intensity, including teaching gifted learners to embrace an open-minded approach to problemsolving, are critical for these students (Cavilla, 2019), as the inability to meet their psychological
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needs in the classroom environment increases the reactionary autoaggressive behaviors common
in adolescents (Azarova et al., 2021). Parental support in teaching rethinking abilities is useful
for coping with cognitive rigidity (Azarova et al., 2021) and leads to stronger skills when
investigating multiple methods of thinking and building ethical and critical thinking skills in a
global society (Cavilla, 2019). Differentiation of process and product, such as scheduled debates,
Socratic Seminars, research-based projects, and independent interest-based projects, can address
gifted cognitive rigidity and emotional intensity aiding in developing a more accepting mindset
(Gottlieb et al., 2016; Zakreski, 2018). Using differentiation as a strategy for gifted learners can
be a challenge for classroom teachers.
Teachers may not realize the pressures placed on gifted students and how those pressures
impact students’ identity, well-being, and learning in classroom environments (Guthrie, 2020).
The pressure imposed on gifted students comes from both endogenous and exogenous factors.
The reactions and needs of gifted students vary depending on the societal demands, school
culture, and expectations they experience (Cross, 1997; Wiley, 2019). Asynchronous cognitive
development and maturity level in young, gifted students exacerbates feelings of not belonging,
difficulty cultivating peer relationships, and stigmatization of gifted students beginning as early
as the 5th grade (Cavilla, 2019). When gifted students are viewed as different by their peer group,
they feel shunned and outcast. Hiding giftedness is a mechanism some gifted students use to feel
more connected to peers and increase their sense of the psychological need deemed relatedness
by SDT and BPNT (Casino-Garcia et al., 2019). Culture and ethnicity influence self-conception
as it relates to giftedness, adding parental and societal demands on gifted students, and although
different cultures have different means of supporting psychological needs, the needs themselves
remain consistent (Chen et al., 2015; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Outwardly, gifted students may
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project confidence in their academic abilities as they feel expected to demonstrate above-average
abilities, yet in reality, exhibit low self-confidence and self-conceptualization when dealing with
the inability to meet increased expectations heaped on them due to gifted labeling (Suldo et al.,
2018; Wiley, 2019).
As gifted students progress through the levels of educational instruction, changes in
motivation and academic achievement occur as a result of several factors. Gifted students who
exhibit low motivation and underachievement at the elementary level may experience higher
levels of motivation and performance deficit as they transition into the middle school level
(Snyder et al., 2019), with particular concern for gifted girls who show increased
underachievement due to abrupt increases in rigorous curriculum, workload demands, and
unsupportive teacher relationships (Desmet et al., 2020). Gifted underachievement is difficult to
accurately define and track and may appear to be chronic underachievement or emergent
underachievement of an on-level student since underachieving gifted students often go
unrecognized because their low academic performance and entity mindset mask their giftedness
(Snyder et al., 2021; White et al., 2018). Gifted students may not be underachievers due to a lack
of motivation alone but rather a significant lack of organization, time management, and planning
skills (Mofield & Parker Peters, 2019). Thus, gifted students’ motivation and achievement shifts
may be linked to their perceptions of their learning environment and relationships with teachers
and peers, so strategies such as self-regulation, high-interest curriculum, mindset development,
differentiation, and relationship-building can help prevent gifted underachievement and low
motivation (Siegel et al., 2017).
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Stereotyping of Gifted Students
Teachers’ negative stereotypes of gifted students are often the result of gifted personality
traits and gifted responses to the demands they experience. Gifted students are stereotyped due to
their gifted identification (Bergold et al., 2020; Cavilla, 2019; Preckel et al., 2015; Renzulli,
1987). Social media and entertainment repeatedly portray the gifted individual as a “reliable
social pariah,” perpetuating the negative stereotypical gifted traits of overachievement,
perfectionism, egocentricity, and social ineptitude (Wiley, 2019, p. 1531). Teachers may
erroneously stereotype gifted students as capable of learning without assistance resulting in
decreased teacher attention and differentiated instruction (Dai, 2020; Dai & Chen, 2014;
Subotnik et al., 2011). Teachers may also assume that identified gifted students will be
accelerated in all subject areas, yet many show subject-specific areas of giftedness with average
or deficient performance in other content areas (Guthrie, 2020; Wiley, 2019). Stereotyping of
gifted students can be perpetuated due to inadequate gifted training for pre-service and in-service
teachers (Szymanski et al., 2018). Teachers who do not have experience with gifted students do
not understand or appreciate the gifted learner and may intentionally or inadvertently perpetuate
stereotypes through classroom interactions (Ottwein, 2020).
Some teacher stereotyping occurs due to racial, cultural, gender-based, twice-exceptional
learning disabilities, and socioeconomic biases associated with gifted students. Teacher bias
against gifted students may occur because parents of gifted students are primarily well-educated,
financially stable, and classified as white-skinned (Subotnik et al., 2011). Gifted adolescent girls
may struggle with gifted-based stereotyping while trying to develop their personal identity and
sexuality; coupled with peer and cultural pressures, gifted stereotyping imposed on adolescent
girls may result in overt masculinity, LGBTQ, androgyny, and risk-taking due to feelings of
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being misunderstood and negatively stereotyped by peers and teachers (Guthrie, 2020).
Teachers’ racial stereotyping of gifted minority students results in low academic expectations,
increased behavioral and disciplinary actions, and lowered teacher-student interaction when
teachers perceive minority students’ attitudes as educationally apathetic, unintelligent, or without
motivation (Graham & Bryant, 2010; Houston et al., 2020). Gifted minority students have to
overcome greater obstacles within their educational journey due to racial and socioeconomic
factors forcing a focus on getting through school rather than a focus on academic achievement,
which negatively impacts their academic accomplishments, relationships with peers and teachers,
and well-being (Woo et al., 2017). Teachers stereotype gifted students with other
exceptionalities, such as learning disabilities, physical disabilities, or mental health diagnoses, as
unable to learn or too challenging to handle in regular education classroom settings (Jensen &
Minke, 2017; Roberson, 2016).
Stereotyping of gifted students may occur when teachers interpret gifted characteristics as
acts of intentional defiance or disruptive behavior. Teachers may mischaracterize gifted students
as arrogant know-it-alls unwilling to entertain the ideas of others, getting angry, and arguing
when other students will not capitulate to their way of thinking. When teachers do not understand
gifted cognitive rigidity and emotional intensity, they stereotype gifted students as difficult or
disruptive (Azarova et al., 2021; Cavilla, 2019; Zakreski, 2018). Regular education classroom
teachers react negatively to gifted students’ questioning and challenging demeanor, responding
with frustration and anger through degrading commentary, sarcasm, rejection, and unrealistic
expectations (Groman, 2019). Due to academic and socio-emotional asynchronous development,
these same traits make it difficult for gifted students in regular education classes to work in
groups with non-gifted peers. Teacher stereotyping based on misunderstandings of gifted
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characteristics is equivalent to bullying of the gifted child by adults who feel intimidated by the
advanced intelligence of this student population Cross (2001).
Ineffective Differentiation Strategies
Teachers in regular education classrooms may be aware of the need for gifted
differentiation. However, time restraints, behavioral issues, and large gaps in the academic levels
of students within regular education classrooms prohibit effective implementation of
differentiated instruction for gifted learners (Farkas & Duckett, 2008; Rubenstein et al., 2018).
Although differentiation for gifted learners is a supported strategy for increasing academic
motivation, differentiation received in mixed-ability, heterogeneous classroom environments is
deficient for addressing the needs of gifted students, engaging gifted learners adequately, or
promoting academic growth (Benny & Blonder, 2016; Kanevsky, 2011). Gifted learners are
often interspersed among on-level and lower-level students acting as peer tutors or group leaders,
which is essentially ineffective for gifted learners, decreasing rather than increasing their
learning potential. Although teachers may think they are providing sufficient differentiated
instruction for their gifted students, regular education classes with substantial student gaps in
academic ability ranges and teachers focusing on instructional pedagogy appropriate for the
average student cannot engage advanced learners, thus becoming a factor in gifted students’ low
motivation and poor academic performance (Ireland et al., 2020). Improper classroom grouping
of gifted students detracts from using other differentiation strategies with known advancement
potential for gifted learners (VanTassel-Baska & Hubbard, 2016). Themes of apathy, irritation,
and powerlessness are often expressed by gifted students placed in heterogeneous groupings
without the benefit of differentiated or accelerated learning (Wiley, 2019). This inability to
provide the type of learning needed to sustain the psychological well-being of gifted students,
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whether due to lack of training or choice, contributes to gifted students’ decreased motivation
and well-being. For differentiation to be most effective for the needs of gifted learners,
curriculum differentiation would need to be consistently present throughout a school’s
instructional courses in homogenous programs designed for gifted learners within learning
environments providing authentic, rigorous, high-interest coursework (Ireland et al., 2020).
Germane to the purpose of this study, gifted learners are at a critical impasse confronted with
ineffective differentiation and lackluster curriculum programs without specialized training for
teachers of the gifted, resulting in loss of motivation and decreased perceptions of well-being.
Differing Perceptions of Needs-Supportive Teaching
Teachers and students have differing perceptions of needs-supportive teaching practices,
impeding the success of differentiation strategies and practices in the gifted learning
environment. While teachers may genuinely believe they are providing equally effective needssupportive strategies to all students, researchers have shown that students within the same class
may feel the teacher provides different levels of need-support for different students (Haerens et
al., 2015; Hospel & Galand, 2016). Some teachers acknowledge that gifted students are a unique
population of learners with needs different from regular education students, but they do not
support differentiation as they feel they just do not have enough time (Szymanski et al., 2018).
Teachers may need to provide even higher levels of support for gifted students than they think
they need to provide, as teachers reported providing increased levels of autonomy support for the
gifted students in their classrooms, but the students did not report higher levels of needssatisfaction, thus highlighting the disparity in perceptions (Hornstra et al., 2020). This
discrepancy in perception leads to the idea that although teachers may be trying to meet the
psychological needs of their gifted students, the result for the gifted students remains deficient
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needs satisfaction. If the gifted students do not truly feel supported, motivation for learning will
not increase. It has been shown that teachers who focus on gifted students’ individual needs and
strengths as related to the students’ personalities saw increased success in their gifted students'
performance (Abu et al., 2017), yet findings also show that gifted and non-gifted students do not
have different needs-satisfaction levels (Chen et al., 2015). Differentiation must be intentionally
planned with the students’ needs and the desired outcomes in mind for effective differentiated
instruction (Kaya, 2015). Contradictory evidence and perspectives on differentiation may leave
teachers feeling unsure of their role and effectiveness in providing needs satisfaction for gifted
students.
A need exists for educators of the gifted to distinguish and understand how and why
differing perceptions of needs-supportive teaching occur. Gifted students often perceive
teachers’ teaching styles, classroom demeanor, and differentiated lesson outcomes differently
than teachers perceive them. This personal perception affects the individual student’s motivation
and well-being. Teachers’ perceptions of needs-supportive teaching are weakly linked to actual
students’ reported motivation (Stroet et al., 2013). Although teachers may understand the
underlying foundations of needs-supportive teaching, many teachers are not successfully meeting
the psychological needs of gifted students if students do not feel effectively supported within the
classroom environment. Researchers have revealed a disconnect between the known strategies
and theories relevant to teaching gifted students and how teachers employ those strategies and
theories in classrooms resulting in conflicting perceptions between students and teachers (Dai &
Chen, 2014; Handa, 2020; Li et al., 2019a). Thus, the conflicting perceptions of needs-supportive
teaching may be due to teachers’ misconceptions about implementing supportive strategies, but
other contributing factors have also been proposed.
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Teachers’ need-supportive teaching and differentiation methods may differ between
students based on students’ personalities, motivations, demographic backgrounds, or how the
teacher assesses the ability level of individual students, imparting increased support for lower
ability level students (Domen et al., 2020; Hornstra et al., 2018; Urhahne, 2015). Further
clouding the understanding of teachers’ actions and strategies for improving the learning of
gifted students, studies of teachers’ perceptions of needs-supportive teaching explicitly related to
gifted students are minimal. Few studies explore the relationship between teachers’ perceptions,
student motivation, and engagement (Stroet et al., 2013). Students need both physical creativity
in classroom environments and creativity in the teachers’ instructional strategies to encourage
creativity in students, yet knowledge of how to create this learning environment is lacking (Lee
et al., 2021). While teachers may struggle to balance structured classroom management with the
more flexible approach of needs-supportive teaching for gifted learners, all teachers may learn
autonomy-supportive teaching techniques in conjunction with structured classroom
environments, applying the concepts of SDT/BPNT strategies to all classroom functions (Cheon
et al., 2020). Teachers’ efficacy and motivation increased when using this combined approach,
revealing increased perceptions of well-being in both teachers and students (Cheon et al., 2020).
Limited Collaborative Planning
Teachers who interact with gifted students benefit from the opportunity to collaborate
with and learn from experienced teachers of the gifted. Research has established a strong
connection between highly effective teachers of gifted students and increased students'
motivation, achievement, and well-being (Brevik et al., 2018; Hornstra et al., 2018; Mammadov
et al., 2018). Collaboration between special education or teachers of gifted students and general
education teachers needed to include time management with formatted structure, recognition of
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content knowledge and terminology differences between groups, and open communication with
designated methods of conflict resolution (Da Fonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017). The working
relationship between regular education teachers and teachers of gifted students is an integral part
of the success of gifted middle school students, as teachers of gifted students can act as
advocates for gifted students within the vein of collaborative planning guiding needs-supportive
instruction and relationship building outside the gifted classroom (Johnsen, 2007; Stephens,
2019). Teachers most often seek advice in assessment, lesson planning, and classroom
management from other teachers rather than empirical evidence-based resources (Cooper et al.,
2017; Datnow & Hubbard, 2016; Judkins et al., 2014; Nelson & Campbell, 2017; Nelson &
O'Beirne, 2014). While this sharing of practices is effective, it may limit teachers' abilities to
learn research-based pedagogy and broaden their knowledge of current research-based practices
that may benefit them. System-wide collaboration within a school is essential to teacher
knowledge and practices, and collaboration should occur between departments, teachers, and
administrators and teachers as a way to introduce and incorporate evidence-based practices from
research into the culture and mindset of the school (Nelson & Campbell, 2017). Collaboration on
practices evidenced by research ties experience to evidence to combat deficiencies in teacher
efficacy and competence, resulting in improved student learning environments. However, the
extent of the effectiveness relies on teachers' perceptions, values, and willingness (Ping et al.,
2018). Teachers of gifted students need to motivate them, inspire them, recognize their talents,
and support their academic and socio-emotional needs (Sekowski & Lubianka, 2015).
Nevertheless, consideration must be given to the obstacles that may hinder teachers’ ability to
provide this classroom support.
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Classroom Pressures and Demands on Teachers
Teachers face tremendous pressures and demands as part of their jobs. As evidence has
shown, teachers are expected to provide a plethora of need-supports while continuing to manage
classrooms and contribute to academic growth. Researchers have found that teachers often feel
they are not supported by their administration (Hasselquist et al., 2017). Conversely, teachers
supported by administrators who make them feel a sense of autonomy in their teaching,
competence in their level of teaching ability, and relatedness through a community of
collaborative teachers will promote these same psychological needs-supportive elements within
their classrooms for the students they impact daily (Marshik et al., 2017). Continued research on
how increased stress levels and demands placed on classroom teachers may cause decreased use
of instructional strategies promoting students’ motivation is critical to understanding how to
improve needs-supportive teaching (Marshik et al., 2017). Teachers report other barriers to
needs-supportive teaching for gifted students include a lack of time needed to plan and
implement this type of teaching with other obligations (Abu et al., 2017; Szymanski et al., 2018),
inconsistent resources, initiatives, and programs causing confusion and feelings of being
overwhelmed (Gallagher, 2015; Rubenstein & Ridgley, 2017). Added to teachers’ stress,
upgraded standards and changing curriculums have changed expectations for regular learners and
further increased the rigor expected in gifted students’ lessons and activities (Brulles &
Winebrenner, 2011). Nevertheless, the continuous pressure to meet desired standardized testing
scores still reigns over these factors. Teachers might be willing to work on needs-supportive
teaching and student well-being; however, teachers will continue to prioritize teacher evaluations
and performance ratings tied directly to students’ academic testing test scores (Mann et al.,
2021). Understanding how teachers effectively balance the pressures and demands of teaching



56


gifted students while still providing needs-supportive teaching can be best investigated through
the teachers’ experiences.
Teachers’ Opportunities to Provide Need-Supportive Teaching for Gifted Students
Teachers must address the psychosocial aspects of teaching gifted students. Although
researchers have shown gifted students as a specialized population of learners due to their
advanced academic level and socio-emotional development (Gomez-Arizaga et al., 2020; Jolly,
2005; Kettler et al., 2018; Pfeiffer et al., 2018; Renzulli, 1999), there is still a critical need to see
the common aspect of human nature inevitably present despite the gifted label (Cross & Cross,
2017). The psychosocial nature of human beings balancing how to handle personal desires versus
how other people perceive them affects gifted students in the same way it affects regular
education students, yet little concern has been evidenced for this facet of how gifted students are
motivated (Cross & Cross, 2017). The way gifted students present themselves to peers and
teachers directly impacts their sense of relatedness and belonging within their school culture
(Cross & Cross, 2017; Fonseca, 2015). For gifted students to reach their potential, gifted
programming must consider students’ social and psychosocial needs, as developing strength in
these areas will directly impact the academic success of gifted students (Cross & Cross, 2017;
Subotnik et al., 2012). Gifted students exhibit a plethora of diverse characteristics influencing
how they respond to their learning environment. It is critical for teachers of gifted students to
understand how to facilitate learning within the perimeters of both generalizable gifted learning
traits and the individualized learning needs of gifted students (Miedijensky, 2018; VanTasselBaska & Hubbard, 2016).
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Epistemological Beliefs of Teachers and Students
Teachers’ epistemological beliefs influence the creation of ideal learning environments for
gifted students. Teachers with epistemological beliefs supportive of gifted learners’ needs
incorporate these beliefs into instructional delivery and give equal attention to the
epistemological beliefs of the gifted students (Miedijensky, 2018). Instruction is tailored to
effectively blend these influential epistemological beliefs (Miedijensky, 2018). Epistemological
beliefs of teachers related to autonomy-supportive teaching affirm increased student autonomy
when teachers believe knowledge can be acquired through multiple perspectives (Reeve &
Cheon, 2021; Roth & Weinstock, 2013). Teachers of gifted students with more enlightened
epistemological beliefs produce higher learning expectations for gifted learners in those
environments (Coleman, 2014; Falaschi, 2019; Hong et al., 2011). When teachers of the gifted
strive to create learning environments based on the academic, socio-emotional, and
psychological needs of gifted students, gifted students perceive a stronger sense of well-being.
A student’s personal, epistemological beliefs dictate how the student perceives learning.
According to Dweck (1999, 2006), beliefs about learning are constituted by two specific
mindsets: fixed mindset or entity view and growth mindset or incremental view. In the mindset
theory of intelligence, a fixed mindset holds knowledge as static and unchanging; a person is
knowledgeable, or they are not (Dweck, 1999, 2006). In contrast, the growth mindset holds
knowledge as malleable and dynamic depending on the effort and determination of the person
seeking acquisition of the knowledge (Dweck, 1999, 2006). Interaction with the learning
environment, achievement, and motivation is closely linked to personal mindset (Gallagher,
2019; Meadows & Neumann, 2017; Park et al., 2016; Tan et al., 2019). This connection between
mindset and motivation correlates to SDT, the theoretical framework of the proposed study,
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through the interplay of factors, including motivation, which contributes to gifted students’
psychological well-being. Middle school students’ epistemological beliefs about motivation and
learning are related to their mindset. Students with incremental or growth mindsets professed
stronger positive opinions about motivation and learning than peers with an entity or fixed
mindset (Tan et al., 2019).
Students’ epistemological beliefs influence motivation which is a crucial factor in SDT
linked to students’ perception of well-being. The significance directly relates to the research
questions for the proposed study as they are grounded in SDT and how teachers experience
providing these psychological needs for gifted middle school students. Mindset is established as
early as 10 to 12 years old (Dweck, 1986, 2006). Implications of Dweck’s theory of intelligence,
coupled with the SDT framework for the proposed study, support the need for the proposed
research to understand the influence of teachers and learning environments in which gifted
learners are situated. Teachers may have some influence on mindset development for middle and
high school students. Early intervention in mindset development can counteract entity mindset at
the middle school level, but it may be too late to reverse its effects at the high school level
(Schmidt et al., 2017).
The history of giftedness clarifies the relationship between giftedness and SDT/BPNT related
to feelings of subjective and psychological well-being. Over time, giftedness has been viewed as
a power provided by a higher being, the result of individual genetics accompanied by significant
emotional problems, and most recently, the result of intelligence explained through scientific
reasoning (Stoeger, 2009). Giftedness, dating back to its earliest conceptualization, has been
primarily associated with high achievement and intelligence, and testing to confirm giftedness
required higher than average scores on aptitude tests (Dai, 2020; Stoeger, 2009; Subotnik et al.,
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2011). Terman (1925) conducted a longitudinal study of gifted adolescents seeking clarification
of what traits produced these individuals’ successful lives. The significance of Terman’s findings
established a multifaceted approach to giftedness, which included traits beyond singular high IQ,
such as task performance, artistic ability, social aspects, personality, and motivation (Dai, 2020).
Today, Terman’s study continues to explore aspects of the gifted personality with the focus
shifting from academics to psychological well-being (Friedman & Martin, 2011). Terman is
often credited with disproving the disharmony hypothesis that gifted individuals were akin to
“mad geniuses,” inherently cursed with socio-emotional deficits due to their extraordinary
intelligence (Bergold et al., 2020, p. 285; Dai, 2020; Stoeger, 2009). Nearly 100 years later,
Bergold et al. (2020) attempted to replicate Terman (1925) and some of Terman’s findings on
characteristics of the gifted to compare and contrast motivation, academics, vocations, and
subjective well-being seeking contemporary students’ perceptions related to the disharmony
hypothesis and negative stereotypes of gifted students.
Researchers support a dichotomous view of giftedness, as evidenced in the disharmony
and harmony hypotheses (Bergold et al., 2020; Neihart, 1999; Preckel et al., 2015). The social
and emotional effects of giftedness are varied depending on the individual, and research has
contrasting views on how giftedness impacts an individual’s overall well-being. Researchers
support giftedness as a protective factor that contributes to the development of resiliency and a
greater capacity to handle socio-emotional and socioeconomic difficulties (Cross et al., 2019;
Eklund et al., 2015; Falaschi, 2019; Frazier et al., 2021; Hu, 2019; Neihart, 1999). Researchers
have also demonstrated giftedness as a negative contributor to the gifted personality, increasing
the frequency and extent of social and emotional behavioral disturbance (Cross & Cross, 2021;
Wellisch & Brown, 2012). The risk factor lies not with disharmony but with misunderstandings
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and erroneous reactions to elements of the social environment (society, teachers, parents, peers)
(Vaivre-Douret, 2011). Compared to non-gifted peers, researchers have revealed that gifted
students are at no greater risk for social and emotional disparity (Francis et al., 2016; Vogl &
Preckel, 2014). Yet, the discrepancies in the literature could be attributed to whether giftedness is
measured with only IQ or inclusive of other measurements, sample selections that omit highachieving students, and lack of empirical studies inclusive of twice-exceptional gifted students
(Francis et al., 2016). Based on the contrasting empirical evidence about the connection between
giftedness and subjective and psychological well-being, continued research proposed in this
study would further expand the existing knowledge base eliciting a better understanding of the
teachers’ experiences addressing these needs.
Understanding Psychological Needs-Support Relative to Gifted Students
An abundance of literature supports the need for specialized learning environments,
including teachers trained explicitly in giftedness for gifted students’ optimal academic
performance and heightened well-being (Renzulli, 1986, 1987; VanTassel-Baska & Hubbard,
2016). Building knowledge of how teachers of the gifted facilitate classroom environments
conducive to gifted students’ academic, social-emotional, and psychological needs requires an
in-depth exploration of these teachers’ experiences. Motivation and well-being are nurtured in
the gifted classroom through interaction and relationship building with the teacher. Increased
positive correlation between teacher-student relationships, teacher involvement, and classroom
structure, as opposed to primarily autonomy-supportive teaching, promotes gifted student
engagement at the elementary level for gifted students of low socioeconomic status (Ataman &
Kaya, 2017). Methods used by teachers of the gifted at the elementary level may need to focus
on establishing strong student-teacher relationships with the infusion of needs-supportive
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teaching increasingly focused on autonomy-building in the middle and high school years.
Effective teachers of gifted students interpret and create the most robust learning environment
for their gifted students by going beyond being proficient in their content area to reach gifted
learners adequately (Miedijensky, 2018). Teachers stressed the influential factors of team
teaching, mentoring abilities, meaningful connections between academics and societal demands,
and, most importantly, the intrapersonal connections to gifted students (Miedijensky, 2018).
Proactive teachers of gifted students forge relationships with students and parents as a primary
focus of their job, seeing themselves as advocates for this unique population of students (Benner
et al., 2016; Zakreski, 2018).
Gifted students who are fortunate enough to be in a classroom environment they
perceived as reflective of their learning styles and preferences in acquiring psychological needs
demonstrated increased motivational engagement (Kaplan Sayı & Yurtseven, 2021; Wiley,
2019), stronger PWB (Litster & Roberts, 2011; Neihart, 1999), and increased socio-emotional
benefits that ultimately translated into career and adult functions (Ruf, 2021). Securing the most
natural and effective learning environment for gifted students is not only the school system's
responsibility. It is also the responsibility of parents of gifted students, as they control students'
placement in educational programs. Parents of gifted students who advocate for learning
environments designed for their gifted students' needs greatly influence the motivation and
performance of gifted students academically and socio-emotionally, directly related to
perceptions of well-being and psychological needs satisfaction (Ruf, 2021).
Addressing the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness supports
students, helping them attain function at their highest potential academically and socioemotionally (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Researchers have shown that
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autonomous motivation for learning is predicted and flourishes in teacher-supported
environments (Jang et al., 2016). Engagement in learning stems from well-being, and well-being
stems from autonomous motivation, which develops when psychological needs are satisfied
(Bucker et al., 2018; Kaplan, 2018). Teachers create teaching atmospheres elevating the
conditions needed to induce students' basic psychological needs-satisfaction, targeting areas of
weakness, and increasing motivation and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
Use of Effective Differentiation Strategies
Gifted students’ academic and social-emotional needs call for differentiation within
learning environments. Differentiation in the learning environment may include ability-based
grouping for gifted in full-time or part-time classes. Homogenous ability grouping for gifted
learners is a differentiation strategy used in some school programs. Gifted students who attend
either partial or full-time classes grouped with gifted peers were shown to have better social
identity acceptance, relationships with teachers, and school involvement (Vogl & Preckel, 2014).
Middle school students’ academic crowd membership relates to their identification with the
school. Students who identified with the school’s society and culture experienced more positive
social interactions and higher academic performance (Cross et al., 2016). Being with
academically like-minded peers in advanced classes increased gifted students’ identification with
school (Barber & Wasson, 2015). Grouping gifted students with other academically focused
students in rigorous environments with positive interactions with teachers emphasize gifted
students’ well-being (Cross et al., 2016). Allowing gifted students increased interactive time with
other gifted students exclusively may counteract social and emotional issues, as homogenous
grouping connects gifted learners with other academically and socio-emotionally similar peers,
decreasing feelings of isolation and ostracism sometimes found in non-gifted peer groups
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(Wiley, 2019). This aspect of gifted differentiation is particularly relevant in the middle school
years when students develop identity since students will choose peer influence over academics
and avoid academics to maintain friend group expectations (Cross et al., 2016).
Strategies for differentiation of content, product, and process have been successful for
gifted populations in both homogenous gifted classrooms and regular education classrooms.
Teachers of gifted students introduce differentiation to modify pacing, rigor, collaboration, and
critical thinking skills (VanTassel-Baska & Little, 2017). Students felt higher engagement levels
and focus when the content, process, and products that interested them were based on real-life
authentic meaning and created relevant learning (Handa, 2020). Challenging differentiation
could be created for gifted learners in mainstream classrooms by offering gifted learners the
opportunity to pursue independent projects on personal, high-interest topics (Sekowski &
Lubianka, 2015). The study also found that providing leadership or specialist roles in the
classroom, offering an advanced and compacted curriculum, and allowing gifted learners to take
personal management roles increased engagement through differentiation (Sekowski &
Lubianka, 2015).
Learning Environment
The learning environment created by the teacher plays a role in developing resilience and
coping abilities for gifted students. The development of mental toughness in gifted populations is
strongly tied to environments most conducive to mental toughness in gifted athletes, similar to
the needs-satisfaction outlined in SDT and BPNT, namely autonomy, competence, and
relatedness (Li et al., 2019b). Gifted students entering middle school need self-regulation skills
attributed to grit as academic and social-emotional demands increase significantly at this
educational level, forcing gifted students outside their typical comfort zones (Cavilla, 2019). Grit
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(synonymous with competence) and self-regulation skills (seen as a variation of autonomy)
support the proposed research study’s purpose, validating the teachers’ voices by investigating
teachers’ experiences addressing these needs of gifted middle school students. The development
of ego-strength, consistent with grit, promoted resiliency when students faced academically
challenging performance and productivity tasks, ultimately fueling their academic growth (Cross
& Cross, 2017). Additional research is suggested to uncover teachers’ personality traits as factors
in autonomy-supportive teaching for the gifted and understand how to employ these traits to
design autonomy-supportive teacher training programs (Matheis et al., 2017; Reeve & Cheon,
2021; Roth & Weinstock, 2013).
The social environment in which gifted students interact affects the satisfaction of their
psychological needs (Cross, 1997). Gifted students’ well-being is clearly influenced by how their
learning environment meets their psychological needs. There is a need to understand how
teachers’ control-based behaviors impact motivation, social and emotional functioning, and
gifted students’ behaviors, affecting well-being (Jang et al., 2016). There is a paucity of research
on the impact of subjective well-being (SWB) in gifted students, with few studies available
evidencing contradictory findings (Casino-Garcia et al., 2019). Promoting students’ SWB is
significant during adolescence, with schools playing a crucial role in developing social and
emotional coping skills (Martin-Krumm et al., 2018), directly linked to perceptions of
relatedness conceptualized in the theoretical framework of SDT.
Differences between psychological well-being (PWB) and SWB and how each affects
gifted students are controversial. Understanding the psychosocial characteristics of gifted
students, including happiness, is critical to understanding how these factors affect the student’s
motivation and academic growth (Zeidner, 2020). However, research characterizes happiness in
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gifted students as a “fuzzy concept” plagued by the “jingle-jangle” fallacy of overconceptualization and overuse of synonyms to include “subjective happiness, well-being,
subjective well-being, global life satisfaction, and positive psychological feelings and mood”
(Zeidner, 2020, pp. 3-4). SWB can be distinguished from PWB because SWB is an individual
perception of emotion based on personal experience, and PWB is an observable, objective status
judged by others (Casino-Garcia et al., 2019). A gifted student’s SWB is directly linked to the
student’s level of achievement and perception of the classroom culture, learning environment,
and the school’s contributions to the student’s motivation for learning. Gifted underachievers
reported negative feelings about the learning environment as a factor in their lack of academic
performance (White et al., 2018). Both environmental and personality factors individual to each
student influence well-being (Lee et al., 2021; White et al., 2018). Without fully understanding
how these factors converge to develop students’ sense of well-being, teachers struggle to provide
for gifted students’ psychological needs adequately.
Researchers have shown the importance of recognizing the basic psychological needs of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness and the significant contributions satisfaction of these
needs creates in gifted students’ wholistic development and overall well-being (Slemp et al.,
2018; Vansteenkiste et al., 2019; Yu et al., 2018). Evidence has typically explored students’
perspectives regarding the implementation of needs-supportive teaching. However, needssupport in the classroom is best understood when input is included from both teachers and
students, as a proper understanding of needs-support can only be accomplished by exploring both
the perception of the provider and that of the receiver concerning one another’s expectations
(Domen et al., 2020). Teachers and learning environments provide psychological needssupportive teaching with strategies that support autonomy, competence, and relatedness as
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individual needs, but overlapping, beneficial secondary results of these BPNT-specific strategies
on overall perceptions of well-being have been evidenced (Kluwer et al., 2019). The impact of
intentionally designed gifted learning atmospheres combats the negative stereotypes forced on
gifted learners while helping gifted learners develop more effective coping strategies to employ
in less supportive environments (White et al., 2018).
Autonomy-Supportive Teaching
Teacher character traits associated with autonomy-supportive teaching are consistent with
traits associated with effective teachers of gifted students. Teachers with a disposition open to
the gifted mentality of inquisitiveness and flexibility are better able to foster a student-driven,
interest-based curriculum (Vansteenkiste et al., 2019). Using a learner-centered approach with
the choice of high-interest activities and pacing, challenging mastery level curriculum, and
homogenous grouping of gifted learners for collaboration demonstrates a teacher’s needssupportive pedagogy for gifted learners (Maker et al., 2015). The findings of these two studies on
autonomy-supportive teaching correlate respectively with autonomy, competence, and
relatedness as outlined in SDT and BPNT. Teachers who try to view learning and lessons from
the point of view of the student and who instruct students in the student’s preferred learning style
result in the student’s perception of the instructor as an autonomy-supportive teacher, thus
increasing the student’s motivation to learn (Jang et al., 2016). Autonomy-supportive teaching
promotes motivation, engagement, and well-being (Aelterman et al., 2019; Garn & Jolly, 2014;
Reeve & Cheon, 2021). Teachers directly impact gifted students’ perceptions of autonomy
through their teaching pedagogy and classroom environments.
Gifted students provided with autonomous learning opportunities within classroom
environments exhibit higher levels of well-being and growth mindsets. Students who experience
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high levels of autonomous satisfaction have a sense of control over their actions, learning, and
emotions, evidenced by heightened psychological well-being (Domen et al., 2020; Lee & Reeve,
2017). There is a relationship between autonomy-supportive teaching, mindfulness, and basic
psychological needs satisfaction or frustration for middle school students, emphasizing mindset
as a determining factor in how students perceive psychological needs satisfaction in their
learning environment (Li et al., 2019a). The foundation of autonomous learning is self-regulated
learning techniques; teaching gifted students how to self-evaluate their weaknesses and strengths
when addressing a learning task and how to structure their learning goals around those needs
leads them to understand why they did or did not master the goal content (Ronksley-Pavia &
Neumann, 2020). This mastery of content through autonomy-supportive teaching correlates with
gifted students’ competence perceptions.
Although autonomy is one of the psychological needs outlined within BPNT, not all
seemingly autonomous choices produce motivation. For teachers, how autonomy-supportive
choices are presented to students significantly impacts whether the student perceives the action
as controlling or autonomous (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Overused rewards for classroom
expectations or antagonistic demands such as deadlines, threats, and overt monitoring behaviors
can be perceived as controlling rather than autonomous, decreasing students’ intrinsic
motivation. Teachers’ subliminal behaviors and surreptitiously restrictive choices veil attempts
to dictate student reactions and interactions, resulting in students’ negative emotional perceptions
of the situation. Teachers may alter the amount of differentiation, structure, and autonomy for
individual students based on interpretations of individual students’ academic achievement level,
work ethic, or demographics (Domen et al., 2020; Hornstra et al., 2018, 2020). It can be
challenging for teachers of gifted students to impart a sense of equilibrium between control and



68


autonomy. The amount of autonomy students experience from a young age in the home differs,
yet, the teacher has to strike a balance between providing individual perceived autonomy while
still teaching students life skills such as following the directions and authority of others (Cross &
Cross, 2017). SDT establishes the need for pure autonomy-support teaching without
misconstrued controlling behaviors, yet evidence supports structure as a necessary and
supportive factor of motivation in gifted students.
Competence-Supportive Teaching
Classroom teachers who provide balanced psychological needs-supportive instruction in
the learning environment initiate stronger needs-satisfaction in gifted students. Structure is a
critical element of needs-supportive teaching, increasing students’ perceptions of competence
grounded in SDT. Students’ autonomous motivation increased and was positively correlated to
teacher structure when differentiation was consistently employed in the classroom environment
(Guay et al., 2017). Nevertheless, conversely, teacher structure was perceived by students as
controlling when less differentiation was offered, resulting in decreased student autonomous
motivation. Research into how teachers develop structure as an enhancer of basic psychological
needs for gifted students within the parameters of differentiated instruction has been less
explored. Structure in the classroom does not have to be abolished to implement autonomysupportive instruction effectively. Structure and autonomous instruction can coexist effectively
and significantly improve gifted learners' motivation and engagement. In a study of elementary
gifted students of low socioeconomic status, researchers found that when teachers create a
strongly structured learning atmosphere combined with strong student-teacher relationships and
increased interaction with students, autonomous motivation and engagement increase (Ataman &
Kaya, 2017).
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Relatedness-Supportive Teaching
Teachers aid gifted students in developing skills associated with resilience or grit.
Maintaining a sense of identity while still feeling accepted by peers and being involved in the
school culture may be difficult for some gifted students. Nevertheless, teachers, parents, and
specifically designed gifted programming support the socio-emotional and psychological needs
necessary for gifted students to achieve this sense of relatedness in their learning environments
(Haberlin, 2018). Researchers have evidenced contrary approaches to the significance of
relatedness in the perceived well-being of gifted students. The importance of relatedness as a
component of SDT/BPNT has been acknowledged, yet relatedness is viewed as a minor
contributing factor in developing gifted students’ motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Grounded in
the theoretical framework of SDT, more recent research reveals that feelings of relatedness in the
learning environment promote academic engagement and growth in gifted students (Hu, 2019).
However, minimal research has been done to explore relatedness independently from the other
components of SDT and BPNT. In a study of secondary students in Singapore, autonomous
motivation was most strongly predicted by relatedness (Wang et al., 2019). Germane to this
study, the methods and strategies utilized by teachers of the gifted to successfully develop
relatedness to school culture, other teachers, and peers are critical to understanding how teachers
can address the psychological needs of gifted students.
Relationships and interactions with their teachers significantly improve gifted students’
psychological well-being perceptions. In a study of teachers’ perceptions of employing teaching
strategies related to autonomy, competence, and relatedness in second-language classes, teachers
held similar beliefs to students’ beliefs about the definition of motivation and the contagious
effect of passionate teachers on students’ motivation (Muñoz & Ramirez, 2015). However, the



70


observational data of classroom interactions reflected that teachers used rapport and relatedness
as the foundation on which motivation was built with little to no competence or autonomy-based
strategies specifically implemented, yet students’ motivation increased. Gifted students’ feelings
of belonging and relatedness in the classroom are influenced by early life experiences centered
on trust; the way gifted students evaluate the trustworthiness of a teacher can influence their
performance and motivation in the classroom environment (Cross & Cross, 2017). The critical
need for teachers to build rapport and trust with gifted students to promote the students’
perceptions of well-being in the classroom atmosphere is supported (Benner et al., 2016;
Zakreski, 2018). This research would seek detailed life experiences from teachers of gifted
students eliciting how teachers build those feelings and what occurs within that process. This
perspective is aligned with the purpose of the proposed research study, which is to investigate
teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within
a public school district in Louisiana, as teachers explain their thinking, feelings, and meanings of
how they interact with gifted students.
Gifted students view teachers as sources of support, including social and emotional
support (Ogurlu et al., 2018). Researchers have shown that gifted students form stronger personal
bonds with teachers and are deeply affected by teachers’ actions (Croft, 2003; Roberts, 2006).
Gifted students rate relatedness to the teacher and classroom environment as a more potent
catalyst for motivation than competence and autonomy (Bakx et al., 2019). Relationships are
critical to gifted students at the middle school level, and teachers function as mediators,
counselors, and educators as they help build these relationships with students and the families of
their students (Benner et al., 2016; Ch'ngCh'ng, 2014; Zakreski, 2018). These findings support
the need for the proposed study to discover the voices of teachers of gifted middle school
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students through experiences addressing the students’ psychological needs to promote wellbeing. Teachers of gifted students set high expectations for their students, as epistemologically,
they have a growth mindset and believe their students’ learning is malleable. Teachers create
bonds with their students through interactions, dialogue, and wholistic learning environments not
bound by curricular barriers, resulting in students’ increased motivation (Hong et al., 2011).
Increased student motivation and engagement occurred when students perceived needs were met
in the classroom environment through teacher interactions demonstrating needs-supportive
teaching (Stroet et al., 2013). Teachers hold the greatest responsibility in teaching students how
to activate their motivation and should create active needs-supportive learning environments for
students to foster this skill set; teachers’ aptitude in this is a direct correlation to their motivation
constructs and their competence as a teacher of gifted students (Brandenberger et al., 2018; Ryan
& Deci, 2020; Schürmann et al., 2020).
Focused Attention on Well-Being
Seen through the lens of SDT, well-being is more than just feeling positively or
negatively about one’s life; well-being is reflected in actions, quality of life, and productivity.
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). Ironically, defining well-being is no more precise than defining giftedness.
Well-being is not synonymous with happiness or the outwardly displayed behaviors associated
with happiness; however, SDT does acknowledge increased feelings of happiness typically
associated with increased perceptions of well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The context of SDT
was extended to include well-being based on a person’s life situation as it influences perceived
happiness and achievement related to their personal choices in their life through autonomy,
personal ability to master and learn through competence, and personal sense of belonging and
community acceptance through relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2014). This study focuses on
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giftedness as a system of SDT embedding students, acting as a critical aspect of their well-being
and functionality. Gifted students’ personal growth and learning potential may be better
understood by studying the influence of well-being (Sayler et al., 2015). This proposed study,
grounded in SDT, will investigate teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of
gifted middle school students to understand how effective teachers can successfully meet those
psychological needs through needs-supportive teaching pedagogies. From the perspective of
teachers of the gifted specifically, this investigation and understanding will add valuable
information to the existing knowledge base.
In gifted ethnic and racial minority groups, well-being is a concern in gifted education.
Minority gifted students struggle with their gifted labeling finding challenges to success
academically, culturally, and racially. Gifted minority students’ low academic performance and
decreased motivation for academics are influenced by factors arising from racial stereotyping
inside and outside the school environment, societal racism and racial stigma, racial peer
shunning due to gifted labeling, and difficulty developing a sense of personal self-actualization
with their racial context and environment (Woo et al., 2017). A crucial limitation in studies
involving gifted academics and socio-emotional needs is the lack of racial and ethnic
demographic identifiers (Woo et al., 2017). However, parents’ support and teachers’ support play
a critical role in the academic advancement and resiliency of high-achieving black males living
in low socioeconomic conditions in culturally strained areas (Houston et al., 2020). Gifted black
male students rely heavily on relationships with teachers, differentiated teaching strategies,
parental guidance and encouragement, and community outsourcing to motivate continued
academic success, learning, and increased feelings of PWB (Houston et al., 2020). Relevant to
the proposed research study, the positive impact of gifted programming on the well-being of
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gifted minority students and the need for future qualitative research into practices that promote
the psychosocial needs of minority gifted learners has been evidenced (Houston et al., 2020;
Woo et al., 2017). Through the elicitation of detailed, lived-experience stories from teachers of
the gifted, this research will describe, understand, and interpret meaning relevant to promoting
well-being in gifted populations.
Considering the purpose of the current study, prior literature lacks a specifically
identifiable definition and understanding of well-being in gifted students, supporting the need for
further research on this topic (Casino-Garcia et al., 2019; Miedijensky, 2018; VanTassel-Baska
& Hubbard, 2016). More specifically, little to no research investigating teachers’ experiences
addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students is available (Cavilla, 2019;
Coleman, 2014; Kitsantas et al., 2017; Kuzujanakis, 2021; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2017). It is
clear that the impact of the learning environment and classroom setting on gifted
underachievement exists, yet, most of the literature studied students’ individual factors rather
than contextual applications related to the underachievement (White et al., 2018). The paradigm
of gifted education must shift from an academic focus to a conscious realization of the intricate
labyrinth of contributing factors affecting the learning and well-being of gifted students,
including how to foster resiliency in underrepresented, twice-exceptional, and socio-emotionally
challenged gifted students (Hu, 2019). Some gifted students do not categorize themselves as
successful or happy if asked to describe themselves in relation to peers (Casino-Garcia et al.,
2019); thus, creating psychological change can be difficult since self-perceptions are created
during the younger years and shaped by experiences, which can cause low self-esteem, feelings
of inadequacy, and social awkwardness (Walton & Wilson, 2018). Conversely, it has been found
that gifted students have a more positive outlook and a happier disposition than non-gifted peers,
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possibly related to the multidimensionality of gifted students (Abdulla Alabbasi et al., 2020). The
conflicting view in the literature focusing on how gifted students attain happiness, i.e., wellbeing, highlights the need for further research on this topic and will be investigated further by the
proposed research.
Summary
A student’s self-perception of the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness influences motivation, academic performance, relationships with peers and teachers,
and one’s sense of well-being (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017, 2020). Gifted
students’ diverse academic and social-emotional needs and the unique manifestations of the
gifted personality guide gifted students to interact within social environments differently than
non-gifted peers (Kluwer et al., 2019). Gifted students need guidance, instruction, and
acknowledgment of their socio-emotional and psychological needs, as exceptional academic
performance requires acknowledgment and continued support for needs-satisfaction (Hu, 2019).
Teachers have the ability to create environments that meet gifted students’ psychological needs
developing increased motivation, academic achievement, and well-being (Jang et al., 2016;
Sekowski & Lubianka, 2015), as well-being is perceived differently by individual students
through their interaction with relationships and environments (Lee et al., 2021; White et al.,
2018). The use of needs-supportive teaching strategies directly impacts gifted students’
perceptions of the needs-supportive classroom environment (Haberlin, 2018; Miedijensky,
2018). Concerns between students’ perceptions of the characteristics of a needs-supportive
teacher and teachers’ self-perception regarding their needs-supportive teaching practices show
discrepancies that must be further explored and defined (Reeve & Cheon, 2021). No lack of
research exists on autonomy-supportive teaching and its impact on gifted students; however,
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research has failed to explore the effects of all three elements of SDT/BPNT through the voices
of teachers expounding on their lived experiences. The disparity in the literature highlights the
silence of the teacher experience, which is vital to understanding how needs-supportive teaching
develops and influences gifted students’ well-being. The proposed study seeks detailed, personal
accounts from teachers whose experiences can build the knowledge base and provide insight into
the methodology, strategies, and environmental factors pertinent to understanding how effective
teachers of gifted middle school students can successfully meet their students' psychological
needs through needs-supportive teaching pedagogies.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
The purpose of this qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study was to investigate
teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within
a public school district in Louisiana. The hermeneutic approach focuses on the subjects’
lifeworld, indexing how they experienced a phenomenon and what they experienced (van
Manen, 1997). In this chapter, I provided an overview of the research study design and method
and the rationale and supporting evidence for selecting the qualitative design. My choice of a
hermeneutic, phenomenological approach was justified and informed by the research questions I
posed in the study. I explained the setting and selection of my participants, following the
guidelines of the design. In addition, I outlined the three data collection methods I utilized,
including interviews, artifact collection, and a focus group session. I provided detailed, specific
steps for the collection of the data and the methods of data analysis and synthesis.
Trustworthiness and ethical considerations pertinent to the study were outlined in the chapter.
Research Design
Qualitative research is indicated when a particular population’s problem or issue needs to
be studied, but the variable involved cannot be measured using quantitative, empirical methods
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Qualitative research offers flexibility in the design and approaches the
researcher selects, which best fits the study’s purpose and the participants’ needs. Denzin and
Lincoln (2011) specified that qualitative research gathers informative, detailed data to develop a
portrait of a participant’s experience to add to the knowledge base already acquired and build on
that base. Yet, defining qualitative research is enigmatic, with differing definitions presented by
researchers. Creswell and Poth (2018) noted that some contemporary texts about qualitative
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research avoid a specified definition while others provide a more definitive understanding. The
term qualitative did not appear in sociological journals until the 1970s, although previous studies
in sociology utilized qualitative concepts (Aspers & Corte, 2019). Quantitative research
measures phenomena independently of the subjects through objective calculations, contrasting
qualitative research, which relies on an in-depth examination of the experiences of the persons
who lived the phenomenon (Yilmaz, 2013). Qualitative research is both a naturalistic and
interpretative research method as it investigates issues or problems related to human nature and
groups of people in natural settings through the narratives of the people who experienced the
problem and seeks to understand the meaning given to the problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).
The qualitative research method was appropriate for my proposed study, as I investigated
the lived experiences of teachers of middle school gifted students. The purpose of the study was
to gather detailed accounts of these teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of
the unique population of gifted middle school students they taught. However, the variable, the
experiences of teachers addressing those needs, could not be empirically measured. By utilizing
a qualitative research method, I collected thick detail-rich data from teachers who had
experienced the central phenomenon of how effective teachers of gifted middle school students
are able to successfully meet the psychological needs of their students through needs-supportive
teaching pedagogies. I analyzed and interpreted the data to identify commonalities in themes and
to understand the essence and meaning of the experience. The qualitative research method
included the observation of study participants in natural settings, close contact between the
researcher and the participants, and intense focus on the experiences described by the
participants and the words used in those descriptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln,
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2011; Miles et al., 2014). In my study, I investigated the teachers’ experiences addressing the
psychological needs of gifted middle school students by placing myself in the learning
environments where the participants experienced the central phenomena of needs-supportive
teaching of gifted students. I interacted closely with the participants by interviewing and
questioning them about their experiences through description and storytelling, so I could better
understand and interpret the meaning these teachers formulated from their experiences.
Phenomenology, traditionally credited to the work of Husserl, has splintered into several
different approaches. Edmund Husserl (1859-1983), considered the father of descriptive
phenomenology, is credited with the advent of phenomenology (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To
fully understand the subjects’ lived experiences, Husserl introduced the process of bracketing or
setting aside personal preconceived beliefs, so the researcher can fully describe the research
participants’ lived experiences but not interpret them (Reiners, 2012). Several theorists modified
and contradicted Husserl’s theory, particularly about whether a researcher can authentically
remove personal bias, presuppositions, and assumptions about the phenomenon being studied.
Martin Heidegger, a student of Husserl, separated from Husserl because Heidegger posited that
individuals are influenced by the world in which they live (Neubauer et al., 2019; Reiners, 2012).
He coined the term lifeworld to describe the everyday experiences, history, and culture in which
a person functions daily (Neubauer et al., 2019). While Husserl supported phenomenological
research as primarily descriptive, Heidegger created a phenomenological approach that moved
beyond description to include interpretation, contributing environmental factors, and
understanding of the phenomenon from a part-to-whole view perspective (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Neubauer et al., 2019; Reiners, 2012).
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A hermeneutic phenomenological approach is an interpretive form of phenomenology
which focuses on the written description and interpretation of the participants’ lived experiences.
The term hermeneutic relates to the Greek god, Hermes, messenger of the gods, who translated
the meanings of the gods’ messages to mankind (van Manen, 1997), and it is in this vein that
greater understandings are still sought to utilize this approach to research. Hermeneutic
phenomenology researchers not only describe what the subject experienced; they seek to
understand how the individual experienced the phenomenon being studied based on the
participant’s lifeworld influences and the context of their daily life (van Manen, 2016). Human
beings assign meaning and value to these experiences in the relationships, beliefs, and skills that
develop from their lifeworld experiences (Dibley et al., 2020). Hermeneutic phenomenological
researchers investigate and interpret this interconnectedness of human experience and meaning
as it derives from natural lifeworld settings (Dibley et al., 2020; Neubauer et al., 2019; van
Manen, 2016). I chose a hermeneutic phenomenological approach for my research study as I
collected data about several individuals’ lived experiences within the influence of their lifeworld,
and I analyzed the data with a focus on finding commonalities, patterns, and themes within that
experience. I did not choose transcendental phenomenology due to the stringent methodology
expected in the approach in which the researcher, through epoche or bracketing, sets aside their
own experiences and focuses on a description of the phenomenon, omitting any interpretation of
it (Moustakas, 1994). As the researcher, I selected the hermeneutic approach to
phenomenological design as I could acknowledge my own lifeworld experiences and
preconceptions as my own positionality within my study.
The hermeneutic approach in phenomenology combines aspects of phenomenology and
hermeneutics, allowing the researcher to employ forms of idiographic data collection and
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analysis (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & Eatough, 2007; Smith et al., 2009). Idiographic
analysis focuses on each participant’s narrative, analyzing each lived experience singularly for
its own merits prior to looking for patterns or themes that may appear within the other participant
samples (Smith et al., 2009). I focused on the individual experience each teacher participant
shared in the data collection to see each participant’s experience as their own, yet I looked for the
common experience of the participants’ shared phenomenology.
My research study benefited from multiple perspectives as I sought to make meaning of
how teachers of the gifted promoted students’ feelings of well-being by addressing the
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness within the learning environment.
Dibley et al. (2020) characterized the task of utilizing the iterative, hermeneutic circle within the
hermeneutic phenomenological design, metaphorically comparing the emergence of
understanding to the bubbling up of stew in a simmering pot on the stove. The data analysis
should follow a slow, methodical, even rotation through the data allowing the themes,
connections, and patterns to rise, be fully recognized, and meditated upon throughout the process
(Dibley et al., 2020).
I utilized three data collection points in my study. First, I conducted semi-structured
interviews with each participant. The second data point was artifact collection, as each
participant was asked to submit an artifact that reflected their experience and pedagogy in
teaching the gifted students in their class. For the third data collection point, I conducted a focus
group with participants to discuss the artifacts and their interpretations of the artifacts’ meaning.
The interpretive hermeneutic approach probes the data for areas of compatibility and
incompatibility in participants’ experiences (Smith & Eatough, 2007). I recorded the different
individuals’ actual words to maintain their perspectives and focused on how they perceived the
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artifacts and experiences differently (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These data-rich records combined
the written aspect of hermeneutics with the intimate idiographic perspectives of the
phenomenological design.
Kafle (2013) confirmed that hermeneutic phenomenology is based on the perceptions of
individuals and how they construct their own individual realities from different situations. My
study focused on understanding the teachers’ lived experiences addressing the psychological
needs of gifted students in learning environments. I studied the different situations the teachers
experienced and the reality they perceived from them. Van Manen (2014) stated that
phenomenology focuses on the individuality of a person’s experience and the relationship of that
experience to others’ experiences of the same event. As the teacher participants in my study
described their own unique situations and their singular experiences, I was able to delve more
deeply into the phenomenon’s essence as I compared experiences across multiple participants.
The central phenomenon of how effective teachers of gifted middle school students are
able to successfully meet the psychological needs of their students through needs-supportive
teaching was ideally suited to the phenomenological design and hermeneutic approach I selected.
Gifted students and those who teach gifted students are a unique population with unique lived
experiences, yet limited research was available related to the purpose and research questions for
my study, investigating teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted
middle school students. Cohen et al. (2000) described phenomenology as a research design used
to investigate consequential meaningful inquiries and stated that phenomenology is best suited to
studies focused on looking at an issue from a different point of view than previous research on
the topic. I immersed myself in the experiences of teacher participants to interpret their distinct
perspectives on psychological needs-supportive teaching of gifted students. For my research
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study, I selected hermeneutic phenomenology as the best fit, as I aimed to discover a fresh
perspective on the phenomenon of how effective teachers of gifted middle school students are
able to successfully meet the psychological needs of their students through needs-supportive
teaching. It is through this understanding, viewed through the lens of the SDT theoretical
framework, that others may gain insight into how to meet gifted students’ psychological needs
through needs-supporting methodology, which is deficient in many gifted learning environments.
Research Questions
The research questions are the central focus of the research study, which influence the
researcher’s choice of design and methodology (Cohen et al., 2000; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The
researcher creates the research questions for the study through deliberate reflections on personal
experience to select the study’s central research questions and design (Dibley et al., 2020). I
created the central research question and sub-questions for my study based on my personal
interest and experience teaching gifted students as I attempted to effectively meet their
psychological needs by providing needs-supportive teaching pedagogies within my own
ontological and epistemological views. I aligned the research questions to the SDT/BPNT
theoretical framework that guided my study in anticipation of the phenomenological
methodology and hermeneutic approach I employed.
Central Research Question
How do teachers describe their experiences addressing gifted middle school students’
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness?
Sub Question One
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ need for
autonomy?
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Sub Question Two
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ need for
competence?
Sub Question Three
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ need for
relatedness?
Setting and Participants
To conduct a phenomenological study, the researcher must select a setting and participant
group that can provide a rich description of the experience and phenomenon being studied
(Smith et al., 2009). I chose the setting for my hermeneutic phenomenological study based on the
placement of gifted students in regular classes and the available homogenous classes for gifted
programming in the setting location. The choice of this setting increased the availability of
potential teacher participants with experience teaching gifted students which was relevant to my
study’s purpose and research questions.
Setting
I conducted my study at a setting located in the southern United States. Main School
District (MSD), a pseudonym, comprised 65 schools serving 31,450 students (NICHE, 2021).
Within MSD, there were 15 middle schools that serve 8,500 students. Demographically, minority
enrollment in the school system was 42%, with a teacher-to-student ratio of 17:1 (Public School
Review, 2020). I selected MSD as the study’s setting because of the size of the district and the
established gifted programming available in the district. MSD provided a structured gifted
program for elementary, middle, and high school students, including collegiate programming for
advanced placement courses at the high school level. MSD had more than 40 teachers certified or



84


actively pursuing certification in gifted education, serving elementary, middle, and high school
students.
I selected MSD for the setting for my study, as several factors confirmed that this setting
would be advantageous to my study. In the state of Louisiana, gifted students are protected under
the special education umbrella, and Louisiana Department of Education regulations provide the
state-recognized definition of gifted, mandates for the identification of gifted students, gifted
programming, and required certification and training for teachers of gifted students (LDOE,
2020). Phenomenological researchers should select participants for a study who have
experienced the phenomenon being studied (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Creswell & Poth,
2018; Laverty, 2003; Patton, 2015; Smith et al., 2009). In my study, I investigated teachers’
experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students in a school
district in Louisiana, and I chose MSD as the setting because it offered a unique population of
teachers who had these lived experiences relative to my study’s purpose and research question.
Participants
Dibley et al. (2020) stated that the researcher in a hermeneutic phenomenological study
has to consider multiple aspects of the proposed study when selecting the sample size, including
the nature of the research question, research purpose, interpretive framework, and methodology.
In my study, I investigated teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted
middle school students in a school district in Louisiana. Purposive sampling occurs when the
researcher selects sample individuals or sites because of a specified set of characteristics
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). In my research study, I used purposeful homogenous sampling
to select the sample population of 12-15 middle school teachers who taught gifted middle school
students. The teacher participants taught classes with at least one identified gifted student in the
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class. The teachers in the sample taught in a southern Louisiana school district. Hermeneutic
phenomenology studies focus on the completeness of data sufficient to answer the study’s
research question fully by identifying similarities in the participants’ lived experiences and
differences in participants’ experiences to gather detailed, rich accounts of the shared experience
being studied (Dibley et al., 2020).
Researcher Positionality
In hermeneutic phenomenological research, the researcher identifies their assumptions,
biases, and experiences within the context of the study as hermeneutic phenomenology does not
bracket out the researcher but rather embraces the researcher’s own positioning as a key aspect
of the hermeneutic circle of reflexive thinking and as an influence on the interpretation of the
research data (Smith et al., 2009; van Manen, 1997). The researcher enters the research with
preconceived ideas about the research topic, which have developed from their own experiences
and social interactions, which the researcher acknowledges in their attempt to experience the
phenomenon from the perspectives of others who have experienced the same phenomenon
(Dibley et al., 2020). This section identified my own philosophical, ontological, epistemological,
and axiological assumptions as they applied to the social constructivist framework I selected for
my study.
Interpretive Framework
In my study, I utilized a social constructivist paradigm within the interpretive approach of
hermeneutic phenomenology. Social constructionism, popularized in the late 1960s, states that
all knowledge and understanding develop from one’s relationships, interactions, and experiences
as people function as social human beings (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). The social constructivist
paradigm states that meaning is constructed through understanding the world in which we live
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and work and that understanding develops through interaction with other individuals through our
experiences, background, social interaction, expectations, and culture, thus shaping a person’s
understanding of their world (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). As the researcher,
I acknowledged my social constructivist beliefs and the impact of those beliefs on my study. I
believed teachers develop knowledge and understanding of the world in which they teach
through their interactions with school administrators, parents, other teachers, and students. I
gathered subjective evidence from gifted students’ teachers and applied a constructivist paradigm
to understand the meaning these teachers had of their experiences related to their lifeworld. I
focused on teachers’ experiences, listening and learning from their perceptions of what occurred
and how it occurred to understand better the phenomenon of how effective teachers of gifted
middle school students are able to successfully meet the psychological needs of their students
through needs-supportive teaching pedagogies. This constructivist paradigm strongly relates to
the hermeneutic approach utilized in this study to describe and make meaning of teachers’
experiences focusing on their understanding of their world, how they function within it, and how
they are influenced by the contextual and societal elements within their world which all shape
how they benefit gifted students’ and address their psychological needs in learning
environments.
Philosophical Assumptions
The philosophical assumptions of the researcher are an influential aspect of the study.
The interpretive lens the researcher uses, guided by the philosophical assumptions, influences the
approach to inquiry and the procedures for the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln et al.,
2013). The nature of my philosophical assumptions prevailed in creating my research questions
and the methodology I selected for my proposed research study. Philosophical assumptions
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include the ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumptions held by the researcher and
how they influence aspects of the research process.
Ontological Assumption
As the researcher, I acknowledged an ontological assumption grounded in the Catholic
faith and the teachings of Catholicism with The Holy Trinity as the one true reality. It was in this
worldview that I conducted my research. However, I also understood that the experiences of
human beings are filtered through their own lenses and the realities they perceive about their
own world, which may be ontologically diverse from my own. Guba and Lincoln (1989)
suggested ontological assumptions are revealed in the answers to questions about what can be
known about a topic. Thus, in the questions I posed to participants during the data collection
phase of my research, I focused on interpreting the participants’ answers and viewpoints on the
experiences they describe rather than allowing my own assumptions to be primary. The
ontological assumptions of a phenomenological study rely on the difference in purpose between
transcendental phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology. Hermeneutic phenomenology
sees people as knowledgeable experts because of their experiences on the topic of study and
seeks to address the meanings individuals derive from their personal lived experiences. In
contrast, transcendental phenomenology sees people as doing the actions involved in the
phenomenon but without specified meaning to those actions (Neubauer et al., 2019). In my
research study, my purpose was to investigate the experiences of teachers of gifted students as
they are knowledgeable experts in the phenomenon of meeting the psychological needs of their
gifted middle school students through needs-supportive teaching pedagogies. I used a
hermeneutic approach to understand the meaning they made of those experiences. My
ontological assumptions guided my research in exploring the multiple realities of the participants
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and how differing perspectives and experiences shaped those realities.
Epistemological Assumption
My epistemological assumptions derived from the education field in which I work and
the training I have received throughout my career as a teacher of gifted students, although in
hindsight, my epistemological beliefs were most likely a strong factor in my selection of a
teaching career. Lincoln et al. (2013) stated that knowledge grows from the communion of prior
understanding, subjective thought, and social interaction founded on the constructivist viewpoint.
Epistemological assumptions focus on the relationship between what is being researched and the
researcher, placing the researcher as close to the research subjects as possible, gathering
subjective evidence through individual viewpoints to create a sense of convening perspectives
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). My epistemological assumption as a teacher of gifted students centered
on the belief that all students can learn and will learn when presented with interesting content
that motivates them to curiosity and inquiry. I followed Dweck’s (1999, 2006) growth mindset
theory that knowledge is malleable and constantly changing as the learners’ desire and
commitment to the material increases. Teachers shape learning for their students through their
actions and behaviors in classroom settings, influencing how students perceive their own
learning. Epistemically, teachers play a strong role in influencing the motivation, mindset, and
well-being of gifted students through their relationships with their students in the classroom. As
a teacher of gifted students, I acknowledged my own assumptions and predispositions associated
with my own lifeworld and how these affected my own biases reflected in my study. In this
study, I sought the detailed, subjective accounts of teachers’ experiences addressing the
psychological needs of gifted middle school students in a school district in Louisiana to gather
knowledge from their lived experiences.
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Axiological Assumption
Axiological assumptions require the researcher to reflect on their own perspectives within
the research scope to identify their own values, beliefs, and experiences in the context and setting
of the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018), as these personal values and assumptions will influence
the researcher’s choice of design and methodology and direct how the researcher interprets the
experiences and data provided by the research participants (Lincoln et al., 2013). As both a
parent of gifted children and a teacher of gifted students, I had a strong sense of advocacy for
gifted students who are often erroneously stereotyped by peers and teachers and subjected to
expectations far exceeding those of their non-gifted peers. Some gifted students place high
expectations on themselves and struggle with feelings of isolation, low self-confidence, and
failure if these goals are not attained (Woo et al., 2017). Gifted students may struggle socially
with same-age peers due to academic superiority, maturity, and critical thinking skills. Through
my years of teaching gifted students at the middle school level, I had become acutely attuned to
the growing demand for attention to these students’ well-being, and my experience and advocacy
was reflected within my study. Teaching gifted students requires implementing classroom
strategies designed to address not only the academic needs of these students but also their
psychological needs. However, teachers can misunderstand the gifted or feel intimidated by
them, causing frustration and anxiety for both the student and the teacher and resulting in
classroom teachers who do not provide psychological needs-supportive teaching for these
students.
Researcher’s Role
In qualitative research, the researcher will act as the instrument to gather and analyze the
data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this hermeneutic phenomenological research methodology, I
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was the instrument that collected and analyzed the data. The researcher in a qualitative design is
responsible for the rigorous collection of the data, the analytical disaggregation of the data, and
the intensive interpretation and description of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This role is
similar to the instrument used in quantitative research. Dibley et al. (2020) specify the researcher
acts as the conduit for understanding the research data and results. As the human instrument in
this study, my role, biases, and assumptions were a significant aspect of the study. Creswell and
Poth (2018) delineated the need for the researcher to minimize any power relationships between
the researcher and the participants as the goal of qualitative inquiry is to encourage and allow
participants to share their experiences openly without the interruption of outside factors. I was
employed as a teacher of gifted students within the proposed setting of this study. I did not hold
any level of authority over the potential participants; I was an equal teaching colleague.
Van Manen (2014) supported the researcher’s role in hermeneutical phenomenological
research as a place to begin thinking about how to frame the experience. As I have lived the
experience myself, I needed to silence my own experiences and focus myself on clearly
understanding the participant teachers’ experiences. In the hermeneutic approach, the researcher
does not bracket out their experiences as is done in transcendental phenomenology. In a
hermeneutic approach to phenomenology, the researcher identifies and reflects on their own
preconceptions about the experience being studied prior to collecting data to manage the
influence of these preconceptions (Dibley et al., 2020).
The hermeneutic researcher can manage the influence of preconceived biases and
assumptions within the study by including reflexive practices in the data collection and data
analysis of the study (van Manen, 2016). First, I utilized reflexive practices by creating openended interview questions which did not lead the participants’ answers by including my own
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assumed ideas about what their answers might entail. Dibley et al. (2020) suggested reflexive
field notes for novice researchers to address bias and assumptions as they conduct the interview
process. I wrote reflexive field notes after each face-to-face interview detailing my personal
thoughts and participants’ responses that reverberated with me or challenged me. The field notes
allowed me to acknowledge my own experiences within the context of the participants’
experiences. This reflexive note-taking helped me shape interview questions that did not force
my own assumptions on the participants’ answers. Laverty (2003) stressed reflexivity as an
element of the hermeneutic circle as the researcher is consistently reflecting on their own
thinking while simultaneously reflecting on the thinking of the participants in the study.
Interpretive hermeneutic phenomenology includes strong personal rapport between the
researcher and the participants; the researcher functions as both an insider to the experience and
an outsider. The researcher interprets the participants’ personal lived experiences, paying close
attention to individual experiences rather than a generalized group experience through iterative
reflection on the participants’ words and meanings and the process of analysis (Larkin &
Thompson, 2011). Hermeneutical phenomenology incorporates my own experience and
preconceptions into account as part of the study, rather than dictating a stringent, unbiased
approach expected in the transcendental phenomenological approach utilizing bracketing.
For these reasons, interpretive hermeneutic phenomenology offered the ideal research
methodology aligned to my study’s purpose and research questions.
Procedures
Van Manen (2016) supported using procedures as the catalyst for progress and
accomplishment. I selected the described procedures for my study to align with the qualitative
method, phenomenological design, and hermeneutic approach. The hermeneutic approach
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focuses on the language participants use to describe their lived experiences and how that
language reveals meaning that influences the interpretation, whereas transcendental
phenomenology focuses on the lived experience and the description of those experiences (Cohen
et al., 2000; van Manen, 2016). In the procedures section, I provided a detailed explanation of
the procedures I used to collect data from participants, analyze the data, synthesize the data, and
interpret the data in my hermeneutic phenomenology. I connected those procedures to the central
research question and the theoretical framework of the study. I framed my own personal
experiences as a starting point and addressed my biases and assumptions throughout the
collection of the data and the analysis of the data by employing reflexive field notes (van Manen,
2016). As a novice researcher, I used structured procedures to increase the trustworthiness and
credibility of my study yet still allowed the data to speak for itself.
Permissions
Following IRB approval to conduct the study (see Appendix A), I submitted a request to
conduct research to MSD to request approval to conduct my research in the district (see
Appendix B). Creswell and Poth (2018) denoted the effectiveness of a gatekeeper to allow a
researcher access to research populations that may consider the researcher a stranger to their
culture or populations involving highly personal or emotional research topics. I requested that
MSD assign and provide contact information for a designated point of contact to act as a
gatekeeper for all contact I made with district personnel as a part of my research study. A
gatekeeper may decrease participants’ apprehension about participation, increase identification
of potential participants, and help minimize disruption of data collection in the study setting
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). I contacted the assigned gatekeeper through the information
provided by MSD to request contact information for the principals of the middle schools in
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MSD. Once the contact information was received from the gatekeeper, I contacted the principal
of each middle school located in MSD using the method specified by the gatekeeper. I provided
a copy of the permission letter providing district approval to conduct my study (see Appendix C)
to each principal and requested contact information for teachers of gifted students on their
campuses. From this information, I contacted the teachers to explain my study and recruit
volunteers for my study.
Recruitment Plan
To select the participants in the study, I used purposive homogenous sampling.
Homogenous sampling allows the researcher to intentionally select participants or sites based on
defining characteristics and group affiliations (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). In my research
study, teachers who taught gifted students were unique as they had experienced teaching gifted
students, which qualified them as having membership in a subgroup, teachers of gifted students,
which is a defining characteristic. In a qualitative study, the research will acquire saturation of
the data by continuing to gather evidence until no new information can be obtained and an indepth understanding of the phenomenon can be ascertained (Etikan et al., 2016). As my study
was a qualitative phenomenology investigating the lived experiences of the participants,
purposive sampling ensured all participants had experienced the phenomenon being studied, and
they were able to provide detail-rich data leading to saturation. Purposive sampling, also termed
judgment sampling, is time and cost-effective for qualitative research, yet the researcher must be
aware of concerns regarding judgment error and the lack of a truly representative population
(Barratt & Shantikumar, 2020). In light of these concerns, purposive homogenous sampling
allowed me to select the best representative population with the knowledge and experiences
needed for my study’s purpose and research questions. In my research study, I recruited teacher
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participants who taught at least one middle school (sixth, seventh, or eighth-grade) class
comprised of at least one identified gifted student.
I considered sampling methods other than purposeful homogenous sampling, but the
other methods lacked the dynamics required for effective interpretive hermeneutic
phenomenology. In convenience sampling, the researcher selects participants or sites based
solely on the availability of access and ease of data collection, but convenience sampling
minimizes credibility and limits information (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I rejected convenience
sampling due to limitations in credibility and the inability to ensure that all participants have
experienced the unique phenomenon I was investigating in my study. In addition, Etikan et al.
(2016) revealed that convenience sampling is a stronger form for quantitative research than
qualitative research due to the focus on generalizability for quantitative study purposes.
Although Creswell and Poth (2018) noted the use of criterion sampling as a useful sampling
strategy in phenomenological studies, I also rejected this strategy for my study, as I did not want
specified teacher criteria which might have limit participant availability. Creswell and
Guetterman (2019) stated snowball sampling is a form of purposeful sampling used by a
researcher to secure the names of other possible participants for a study from the consenting
participants. In my research study, I planned to use snowball sampling as a secondary form of
sampling if I encountered difficulty securing participants. For my study’s purpose, a sample
population with a unique, specific experience was best represented by a purposive homogenous
sampling method.
Smith et al. (2009) confirmed selecting a homogenous sample utilizing opportunity
sampling from the researcher’s personal contacts as a quality fit for interpretive hermeneutic
phenomenology. The participants in this study were recruited through purposive sampling
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procedures. Purposive homogenous sampling was the best choice for my research as it imparted
a carefully selected homogenous sample group for whom the phenomenon was relevant and
lived, thus expediting saturation of the data through the rich, detailed accounts of their
experiences. Saturation, collecting as many data points as possible to support the different
aspects of the data, allows the researcher to determine when the data has been fully collected,
and no further information can be garnered (Creswell & Poth, 2018). When using a sample of
participants selected purposively for their knowledge and experience with the phenomenon being
studied, the point of saturation will be more easily identified.
In selecting the sample population, I did not limit inclusion based on the subjects’ age,
gender, ethnicity, or years of teaching experience. I acknowledged that these aspects may reveal
themselves as important factors within the scope of the research, but individuals were not
selected or excluded solely from those traits. Rather, the study’s purpose was to investigate
teachers’ experience addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students in a
school district in Louisiana. Participants were selected if they had lived experience and were
willing to participate.
The recruitment plan I selected to use in my study aligned with the hermeneutic approach
to phenomenology I chose to investigate my study’s research questions. The sampling method
utilized to select the sample population in a study is directly tied to the part-to-whole approach of
interpretive hermeneutic phenomenology as each individual part is fully analyzed for meaning
and understanding before the phenomenological aspects of commonality in meaning and essence
of the experience among participants are constructed (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Purposeful
homogenous sampling was ideal for my study as I selected participants with common
experiences related to the phenomenon I was studying. Each individual participant’s part was
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analyzed individually and as a part of the whole. Idiographic close analysis of each participant’s
individual experience and the meaning of their experience provides a deeper level of intimacy
and understanding beyond that afforded by traditional phenomenological analysis (Alase, 2017;
Dibley et al., 2020; Noon, 2018; Smith et al., 2009). In my research, I investigated the individual
experiences of each participant to identify commonalities, differences, and themes among the
participants’ experiences.
Following setting permission and IRB permission, I began recruitment of participants for
my study. The sample was comprised of 12-15 teachers of gifted students. Initially, I requested
email contact information for the principals of the district’s middle schools from the gatekeeper
selected by MSD. I then sent the request for volunteers for the study via email to the principals
of the middle schools in MSD and requested the principals forward the volunteer request flyer to
all teachers on their campuses and post the flyer in teachers’ common areas such as the
workroom or teachers’ lounge (see Appendix D). I utilized a two-week window to receive
responses from potential volunteers. As a contingency plan, if not enough volunteers were
obtained from the email request for volunteers in MSD, I determined that I would seek
volunteers from an additional school district in south Louisiana. For the research, I secured 12
volunteer participants from the teachers who responded to the email.
I used a specific process to select the participants from the volunteers who responded to
the invitational email. After the two-week window for responses had passed, I contacted
volunteers. It is important to ensure all participants have experienced the common phenomenon
when selecting a sample so that thick, rich data can be collected relative to the study’s research
questions (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Larkin & Thompson, 2011; Smith et al., 2009; van Manen,
2016). I confirmed via email that each teacher who expressed an interest in participating in the
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study taught at least one middle school (sixth, seventh, or eighth-grade) class comprised of at
least one identified gifted student. Employing the purposive strategy, I selected 12 participants,
intentionally selecting those volunteers who had the most interaction with gifted students, who
spent the greatest length of time teaching gifted students, and who were the best fit for my
study’s purpose and research questions. The participants’ level of experience with the
phenomenon was significant to the focus of the study, as, without significant lived experience in
the phenomenon being studied, the study results would have been less valid.
I contacted the selected participants by both email and phone. The email outlined study
procedures, advised that I will make phone contact within 10 days, and included digital copies of
the letter to volunteers (see Appendix E) and the participant consent/assent form (see Appendix
F) as attachments to the email. I made phone contact with each participant within 10 days of the
email to introduce myself, discuss any questions or concerns, explain the participant
consent/assent form, and schedule the face-to-face interview. My conversation with each
participant followed the same script to ensure consistency (see Appendix G), but as verbal
conversation or questions were presented, I took detailed reflexive field notes about the
conversation with each participant and maintained all notes in a researcher journal for
documentation. In the initial phone call with participants, I explained the schedule of events for
the research study and asked that all participant consent/assent forms be returned to me at the
face-to-face interview meeting as data collection began.
Data Collection Plan
The goal of data collection in an interpretive hermeneutic approach to phenomenology
centers on the researcher’s ability to collect detail-rich descriptive narratives from the
participants, which offer descriptions, stories, reflections, and emotions, bringing the researcher
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into the world of the participant as they lived through the experience (Larkin & Thompson, 2011;
Smith et al., 2009; van Manen, 2016). The end result of the research should showcase the voice
of participants making sense of their experience (Larkin et al., 2006). For my research, I
investigated the voices of the participants through three data collection points, including face-toface interviews, artifact collection, and a focus group. Cohen et al. (2000) described the process
of data collection as a dichotomous metaphoric process of field text developed throughout the
collection of the data and of narrative text developed through the researcher’s notes and
interpretations for others to understand the researcher’s conclusions. Throughout data collection
and data analysis, I created an audit trail with reflexive field notes and personal journaling,
creating a field text to provide a detailed record of my own thinking, biases, and emergent
themes as I sought saturation of the data and added trustworthiness to the study results.
Prior to beginning any data collection, I created a digital system of managing and naming
the files to organize information derived from multiple participants across multiple forms of data,
including interviews, artifact collection, and a focus group, aiding in the possible use of
qualitative software later in the analysis. Smith et al. (2009) suggest creating Word files for
emergent themes and begin a compilation of excerpts from various transcripts and data added to
the file as the emergent theme is revealed. Interview data was the first data collected and
analyzed.
Interviews
The first data collection point in my study was the participants’ face-to-face interviews.
As the researcher should select methods that put the participants at the greatest ease to be open
and comfortable sharing their experiences (Austin & Sutton, 2014; Creswell, 2013; Smith et al.,
2009), I offered to schedule initial interviews at locations outside the participants’ work locations
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at a neutral, private location if the interviewee preferred. The selection of neutral meeting
locations increases the participant’s comfort and decreases the concern of negative feelings due
to setting discomfort or work encroachments (van Manen, 2014). I wanted to ensure open,
comfortable conversations for rich data and detailed descriptions befitting the phenomenological
methodology. Some teacher participants felt most comfortable conducting the initial interview in
their classroom setting, and I offered the choice of location to each participant.
At the scheduled interview, I first collected the participants’ signed consent forms. If a
participant forgot the consent form when arriving at the interview, I had additional forms
available to ensure all consent forms were obtained prior to any collection of data. I assigned a
pseudonym and number to each participant to protect the identity of each participant.
The hermeneutic approach focuses on the intimate experience of each individual
participant, gathering rich data through the participants’ reflections about how they experienced
the phenomenon and how they made sense of that experience (Dibley et al., 2020; Larkin &
Thompson, 2011; Smith et al., 2009). Using a pre-structured set of interview questions guides
novice interviewers in deterring tangential questioning, improvisation, and lack of consistency
(Austin & Sutton, 2014; Smith et al., 2009). Participants should be encouraged to talk openly,
freely, and at length about their experiences in the hermeneutic approach, and the researcher
should allow participants to fully voice their concerns and claims about their experiences (Smith
et al., 2009). Therefore, I used a semi-structured interview approach to ascertain consistent
baseline information from all participants, and I also incorporated open-ended questioning and
additional commentary on experiences and opinions provided by the participants, seeking quotes
and enough data to reach saturation (Patton, 2015; van Manen, 2014).



100


During the interview process, I engrossed myself in the experience of the participant,
listening attentively and denoting the specific connotative diction of the speaker. As I moved
through the hermeneutic circle, I bracketed out my own experiences to become part of the
participant’s lifeworld rather than my own (Smith et al., 2009). Using a semi-structured approach
provided guidelines valuable for keeping the interview focused on the research topic. However,
the researcher should allow the participant’s responses to direct the hermeneutic conversation
and the reflexive questioning of the researcher (Dibley et al., 2020). Noon (2018) remarked on
the semi-structured interview as a critical component of a successful hermeneutic interview as
the structure allows the researcher to maintain the privacy of the participant while creating a
comfortable uninterrupted interview experience. All interviews were audio recorded for iterative
analysis of wording, body language, and facial expressions as part of the interview data analysis.
If I needed to clarify responses or request additional information following the initial interview, I
planned to conduct subsequent interviews online using Zoom or Microsoft Office Teams, but
additional interviews were not needed. Alternative interview methods such as email interviews
or telephone interviews would have been used if other options were not viable for the participant.
Creswell and Poth (2018) noted the importance of using open-ended questions utilizing an
interview protocol, recording system, and staying within the study boundaries. I strived to keep
interviews to no more than 30 minutes in length. During the interview, I took notes on
predesigned interview templates for reflexive journaling, maintaining the data collection audit
trail (see Appendix I). Initial interviews were completed within one month.
Aligned with the research problem, the purpose of the study, and research questions, the
interview questions focused on the following categories:




Learning environments fitting gifted students’ needs
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Psychological needs of gifted students



Student perceptions of well-being

Standardized Open-Ended Interview Questions:
1.

Please introduce yourself to me as if we just met one another. CRQ

2. Describe what you feel characterizes the successful teaching of gifted students. CRQ
3. What does it take or what is needed from you to teach gifted students? CRQ
4. Explain what happens when you know a students’ happiness has increased because of
what happens in your classroom environment. CRQ
5.

Explain the peer relationships between gifted students and others in your classroom
environment. SQ3

6. Describe any difficulties with gifted students’ personal interactions have you
experienced? SQ3
7. Tell me about a time(s) when you were aware of a gifted student being on the outside or
not belonging with the other students in the class? SQ3
8. Describe what impact you feel you have (as the teacher) to influence classroom
relationships involving gifted students? SQ3
9. How do you feel when you see that something you are doing seems to be improving
students’ sense of belonging in your classroom? SQ3
10. Tell me about times you have seen a gifted student’s emotional state affect their learning.
SQ3
11. Describe your experiences with allowing gifted students to have choices in their learning.
SQ1
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12. Explain what you have experienced teaching gifted students as it relates to the students’
ability to master skills or content? SQ2
13. How do you feel or know when something you have done in your classroom has resulted
in motivating a gifted student? CRQ
14. Describe what you have experienced when you felt you were unable to meet the needs of
a gifted student. CRQ
15. What else can you tell me about your experiences with gifted, middle school students’
psychological needs as they pertain to student perceptions of well-being that you want to
share? CRQ
Question one opened the interview with an opportunity for each participant to share personal
information about themself. The type of information the participant chose to share in the
introduction provided insight into the interviewee’s perspective. From the type of information
shared, I was able to determine what factors the interviewee felt were most relevant to their
experience related to my study.
In the initial set of questions, questions two through four, I explored each participant’s
general experiences related to the central research question of my study: How do teachers
describe their experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ psychological needs of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness? I asked participants broad, open-ended questions about
their experiences teaching gifted students. I asked questions about interactions in their daily
classroom experiences, what was needed from them to be successful teachers of gifted students,
and their experiences with producing happiness in their classroom. These questions were aligned
with the theoretical framework of the study, SDT, and I used the responses provided in the initial
set of questions to direct more specific questioning as the interview proceeded. Van Manen
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(2014) noted these two key focuses in interviewing: (a) “Keep the phenomenological intent of
the interview clearly in mind,” and (b) “Try to obtain concrete stories for particular situations or
events” (pp. 316-317). In the next sets of questions, I guided each participant to share
information specifically informing the sub-questions of my research study.
In questions five through ten, I explored each participant’s experiences with the relationships
within their classroom and the learning environment of the gifted students they teach. Sub
question three of my research study asked about the teacher’s experience addressing the
psychological need of relatedness in learning environments of gifted middle school students.
These questions were designed to establish how the interviewees positioned themselves within
the lived experiences they described in the last set of questions, eliminating generalizations about
the experience and providing descriptions with more specific details. Van Manen (2014)
suggested probing questions such as “What were you doing?” “Who said what?” “What did you
say then?” and “How did you feel?” to stay close to the lived experience rather than move offtopic (p. 316). I utilized responses provided in the participants’ responses to help me personalize
the interview questions in this section and kept the discussion relative to the research question
being asked in my study.
Questions eleven and twelve delved into the participants’ perception of gifted students and
how they function within learning environments exploring autonomy and competence as tenets
of SDT/BPNT. These questions asked teachers to share their life experiences with middle school
gifted students and what experiences they had with students seeking autonomy and competence.
These questions were relevant to this study as SDT and BPNT provide a framework for
understanding the motivation and demotivation of students in the classroom. SDT and BPNT
connect the role of the teacher to how students receive these needs and perceive their own well-
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being through the curriculum (Stroet et al., 2013). Asking participants to describe their
experience with how gifted students function seeks to gather “experiential narrative material,
stories, and anecdotes that may serve as a resource for phenomenological reflection and thus
develop a richer and deeper understanding of a human phenomenon” (van Manen, 2014, p. 314).
The last set of questions, questions thirteen through question fifteen, concluded the interview
questions by returning to the scope of the central research question. Question thirteen related to
the characteristics of gifted students the participant had experienced in their classroom. These
last few questions were relevant to what the teachers’ experienced regarding well-being and
motivation. I asked the participants to reflect on their experiences of successes and failures in
providing psychological needs-support and the results they experienced with gifted students.
Understanding any regrets or negative outcomes the teacher participants experienced was
relevant to the research questions that guided my proposed study.
In the collection of data through personal interviews, I needed to ensure I collected quality
data relevant and useful to the research question and the purpose of my study. When I asked
questions, my focus needed to remain on asking questions that continually sought details about
the experience of the participant and not only their opinion or perspective about the experience,
which could have distorted the data and clouded the interpretation (Peoples, 2021). In conducting
the interviews, my focus was on staying true to the central research questions on which my study
was based and returning the participants’ focus to that direction when interview responses
become tangential or too brief (van Manen, 2016). Creely (2018) specified that there must be an
intentional focus on the phenomenon and the experience of the participant during the interview
to allow for a true hermeneutic phenomenological approach to analyzing the interview data, and
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it is the researcher’s responsibility to acquire this data aligned with the research design and
methodology.
I transcribed each interview audio using the Microsoft transcription program. From that
initial transcription, I personally verified the transcription accuracy and made corrections as
needed. Copies of the transcribed interview were available to each participant for verification.
Individual Interview Data Analysis Plan
Van Manen (1997) provides three approaches for the analysis of data to develop and uncover
the themes of the phenomenon being investigated. In the first step, the wholistic or sententious
approach, the researcher reviews the text as a whole and creates a single, broad, overarching
statement of the text as a whole. In the second step, called the selective or highlighting approach,
the researcher returns to the text to reread and review the data several times, annotating through
circling, highlighting, or marking phrases that stand out or repeat (van Manen, 2016). The last
step is called the detailed or line-by-line approach, and the researcher again returns to the data in
a line-by-line, detailed review of every sentence to uncover the minutest detail and its
significance to the emergent themes, as the researcher seeks to understand what each detail
contributes to the understanding of the phenomenon being studied (van Manen, 2016). Through
these steps, the researcher uncovers the emergent themes relevant to the research questions and
purpose of the study.
After I read each interview transcript, I created a wholistic overview statement
emphasizing the overall meaning of the text. I listened to the audio of the interview transcript
while I highlight the phrases and words used by the participants that were particularly
meaningful and significant to the fundamental experience of the phenomenon. I then completed a
line-by-line approach following van Manen (2016) by looking at each sentence to find what that
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sentence contributed to the understanding of the phenomenon or experience the participant was
describing. Once I completed my initial analysis of the transcripts following van Manen’s steps
for analysis, I will used Saldaña’s analysis method for coding the data.
For my interview data analysis, I used in vivo coding, which identified the specific
keywords and phrases used by the participant in their explanations and responses, which were
most reflective of the main ideas of the participant’s experience (Saldaña, 2021). In vivo coding
aligns with van Manen’s (2016) focus on language as a primary aspect of hermeneutic
phenomenology, and I used the phrases identified in the highlighting approach and in the lineby-line approach as in vivo codes of the participants’ own words and phrases. Step two
developed categories from the codes to create higher-level categories (Saldaña, 2015). I created
categories for these codes to identify emerging themes in the data. Dibley et al. (2020) confirmed
coding and categorizing of codes builds a stronger synthesis of the data and credible themes.
Step three synthesizes the categories and generates themes, and step four applies the emergent
themes to the research questions of the study (Saldaña, 2015). To complete my analysis of the
interview data in my study, I repeated the coding and categorizing process steps for all the
participants’ interview transcripts, moving toward understanding how the themes related across
the different participants’ accounts of their experiences.
Artifact Collection
The second data collection point in my study was the collection of an artifact from each
participant. Hermeneutic phenomenology seeks to understand the lived experiences of the
participants and offers the researcher the opportunity to utilize more flexible forms of data
collection (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I requested each teacher participant submit an artifact
reflective of their experience teaching gifted students. I emailed the directions for artifact
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submission to each participant (See Appendix H). I chose to collect artifact documents from each
participant to gather data at a deeper, more personal level than I could access in the traditional
question and answer approach in the interviews and focus group session. Frechette et al. (2020)
suggested the use of alternative data collection methods to engage more fully in the world of the
participant, pushing the researcher to the interpretation of the experience going beyond the
description of it. The artifacts offered data that might not have been voiced in the other data
collection points supporting saturation.
Components of the Artifact:
1) Artifact reflects teachers’ experience teaching gifted students.
2) The artifact does not contain any identifying information on students but can be created
by students.
3) Directions or instructions relating to the artifact’s creation are included with the artifact.
4) Participant agrees to share their reasoning for the selection of the artifact in their
interview session.
5) A participant is willing to explain their reaction to the artifact in the focus group session.
Artifact Collection Data Analysis Plan
To analyze the artifact collection data, I used the same analysis process I used for the
face-to-face interview data. I first reviewed the artifact documents provided by each participant,
and I created a sententious overarching statement of the artifact’s fundamental meaning in
relation to the phenomenon experienced by the participant. Next, I returned to the text of the
artifact to review the text again and highlighted significant words or phrases relative to the
understanding of the artifact. Next, I coded the data from the artifact and artifact documents
using in vivo coding from the highlighted keywords and phrases. I created categories
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representative of the different codes looking for similarities to group the codes. From the
categories, I established emergent themes found in the artifact data. I repeated this process for
each participant’s artifact submission.
Focus Group
For the final data collection point in my study, I conducted a focus group session with
four of the teacher participants in my study’s sample. I scheduled the date and time of the focus
group with the participants when we met for the face-to-face interviews. This idiographic method
of data collection linked strongly to the hermeneutic approach, which seeks to interpret the
meaning each participant made of their experiences which was visible in their daily experience
teaching gifted students. In my focus group, I asked predesigned open-ended questions which
related to the artifacts submitted by the participants (see Appendix J), and I adjusted the
questions using responses from the interviews and the responses during the focus group session.
The questions investigated group similarities and differences in the teachers’ lived experiences
addressing the psychological needs of their gifted students, and the discussion was guided by
what participants saw and interpreted in the artifacts presented at the session. The focus group
session lasted no more than 30 minutes. The focus group session offered an informal setting for
the teachers to share their experiences and freely discuss them with others who had similar
experiences.
A focus group allowed me to uncover previously unexplored aspects of the participants’
lived experiences with the phenomenon of teaching gifted students as they strived to fulfill the
students’ BPN and promote well-being. The phenomenological design depends on the
researcher’s ability to collect detail-rich narratives from individual participants, giving the
researcher access to the emotional context of the experience (Smith et al., 2009). It is the
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emotional context and experience of the teachers which was the basis for my study. The
researcher embarks on the analytical hermeneutic circle, moving back and forth in the process of
analyzing the data, seeking to understand the meaning of each participant’s individual
experiences (Smith, 2011). When I conducted the focus group, I was progressing through the
hermeneutic circle, as I analyzed the interview data with my reflections on the artifacts collected,
so the focus group data offered a deeper, richer understanding of the participants’ experiences as
they related to the artifacts. Data gathered from the focus group differed from the interview
questions, as the intention of the focus group was to openly discuss the artifacts collected
through the different perspectives and experiences related to the same phenomenon. To gather
data during the focus group, I used a consistent, structured form (see Appendix K), which I used
as a note-taking guide during the discussion. All data collected was maintained in a passwordprotected file on my personal computer or in a locked filing cabinet. Following Husserl and
Heidegger, Gadamer added to the theory of hermeneutical phenomenology, stating language is
essential to the understanding of phenomenology, as language is the basis for being in the world
(Sloan & Bowe, 2014). The use of a focus group applied to this research study as a method of
data collection as it focused on the text of the human experience.
Standardized Open-Ended Focus Group Questions:
1) Explain how you would describe the successful teaching of gifted students.
2) Share an experience when you have felt successful or effective when teaching gifted
students.
3) Explain why you chose the artifact your brought today.
4) How do you interpret the other artifacts brought to the focus group session today?
5) Explain your reaction to these artifacts.
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Focus Group Data Analysis Plan
To analyze the focus group data, I again followed the analysis steps previously used for
the interview and artifact data analysis. I transcribed the focus group session audio using the
Microsoft Office transcription program. From this initial transcription, I personally verified the
transcription was accurate and made corrections as needed.
To analyze the focus group transcript, I created a wholistic phrase reflective of the
meaning of the entire text. Next, I listened to the audio as I read over the transcript and annotated
the text by highlighting important phrases and thoughts which stood out as significant or
reflective of important concepts. Next, I coded the data in the focus group session transcript. In
vivo coding allowed me to work with the phrases and words of the participants I identified in the
highlighting to create codes for the data. I grouped the codes into categories and used these
categories to establish emergent themes in the focus group data.
Data Synthesis
To synthesize the data in this hermeneutic phenomenological study, I used an analytic
process that allowed me to work through the data in a nonlinear, iterative process of reviewing
and returning the data throughout the process to consider how the hermeneutic circle revealed
varying relationships in the data (Smith et al., 2009). After completing the thematic analysis of
the data collected from all three collection methods, I synthesized the data categories to generate
themes. The synthesis of the data required me to focus on the hermeneutic approach of linking
the part to the whole, identifying commonalities and differences in the data through the
hermeneutic circle. As van Manen (2016) pointed out, a phenomenological analysis should not
depend on the textual analysis alone but on the combination of the emergent themes within the
experiences and the phenomenon being studied.
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To synthesize the data in my study, I first merged the categories and emergent themes
identified in the analysis of each data collection form. I merged the categories identified in the
interviews, in the artifact analysis, and in the focus group by creating a single alphabetical list
encompassing all the identified categories. I then used pattern coding to create merged categories
representative of the combined data from all the data collection points in my study. I further
analyzed the pattern codes to identify the common emergent themes from the data. Identification
of themes in the data develops an overview of how the data coincide and conflict, building a
structure of how these relationships are positioned within the study’s theoretic framework (Smith
et al., 2009).
From the thematic units I identified in the data, I created a written description of the
phenomenological experience that used quotes from the participants to demonstrate “what”
happened in the words of the participants. Next, a structural description was written focusing on
“how” the event happened in the lived experience of the participants. Creswell and Poth (2018)
described the final textual composite description and interpretation of the meaning of the essence
of the phenomenon as created from the combination of the textual and structural descriptions.
When I synthesized the data into thematic statements derived from the data collected in all three
data collections points, I used those thematic statements to answer the question posed in my
research study. Van Manen (1997) denoted the hermeneutic paragraph as a composition of
linguistic transformation providing a rich, creative, detailed description of the human experience
being studied gleaned from a thorough analysis of experiential data. As the researcher, I strived
to describe the essence of the phenomenon, how effective teachers of gifted middle school
students are able to successfully meet the psychological needs of their students through needssupportive teaching pedagogies, through the framework of SDT/BPNT as the experience was
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described by the teachers who lived it. I used a tabular format to display the recurrent themes and
structures emergent in the three data collection points, provided the results in a clear, concise
format, and demonstrated the development of the essence of the phenomenon.
Trustworthiness
It is the researcher’s responsibility to conduct qualitative research employing a rigorous
system of data collection and analysis to demonstrate the trustworthiness of the results (Norwell
et al., 2017). The transparency provided by the researcher is evidence of the trustworthiness of a
research study (Dibley et al., 2020; Larkin & Thompson, 2011; Smith et al., 2009). This study
included several methods of quality assurance in the sample selection, procedure description,
data collection methods, data analysis records, and results of the study.
Credibility
The credibility of a study hinges on the integrity of the research method producing the
reported findings (Dibley et al., 2020). A defining point of credibility occurs when other
researchers or readers of a study can connect to what is being described and recognize the
participants’ experiences through the researcher’s words (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). As the
researcher for this study, I had prolonged engagement with the participants of the study as I
conducted the personal interviews and the focus group session. I analyzed the data as part of the
research process. Credibility is built on the researcher’s extended presence with the study’s
participants and the study’s setting as a stronger connection is created (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Credibility was also established through quotes using the exact words of the participants and
anecdotes provided by the participants to show how participants’ lived experiences exhibited
similarities and differences and how each participant’s experience created a significant part of
the essence of the phenomenon (Dibley et al., 2020). Mertens (2015) suggested that when the
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researcher personally transcribes the research interviews, the researcher develops a more
personal connection to the responses, creating a deeper understanding of the lived experience
being described by the participant. I audio recorded all face-to-face interviews and the focus
group I conducted for my study, and I personally verified all transcribed phone or audio-recorded
interviews. As the researcher, I made hand-written notations, as I collected data during the focus
group.
A critical aspect of credibility is feedback from participants about the accuracy of the
study’s results, particularly as the data has been reported and analyzed by the researcher (Lincoln
& Guba, 1989). This feedback from participants, called member checking, allows participants to
play an active role in analyzing data as it develops into findings and themes. As an aspect of
credibility for my study, I used member checking. I made available copies of transcribed
interviews and the focus group transcript, data analysis findings—including thematic
developments and common emergent themes to participants—as I compiled the data, and I asked
participants to provide feedback as they deemed appropriate. Larkin and Thompson (2011)
cautioned against member checking in large sample population studies because participants may
not clearly remember enough to check the emergent themes after long periods of time. Member
checking was a productive feature for confirming emergent themes and interpretations in my
research study, as the sample population was a professional group whose responses would not be
forgotten due to their invested interest in the topic. The time frame was kept as brief as possible
between the data collection and the member checking.
Transferability
Although qualitative research is not focused on the generalizability of the findings, as is
the focus of quantitative research, transferability in qualitative research offers insights into the
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lived experience of a unique population. Others may find the information useful based on
population similarities. Van Manen (2014) outlined two types of phenomenological
generalizations: existential generalization and singular generalization. These different types
outline how a phenomenological study can impart useful universal implications. Existential
generalization relates to the recurrent, universal recognition of meaning in a phenomenon.
Singular generalization relates to the uniqueness of the phenomenon. In this study, the
uniqueness of the sample population, teachers of gifted middle school students, yielded results
applicable to singular generalization and existential generalization realized through studies
replicating the procedure and methodology of this study. Guba and Lincoln (1989) confirmed
that the rich, thick description of the study’s setting, participants, and methodology provides
transferability of the study’s results. Conditions for the feasibility of transferability were
provided through a detail-rich description of the teachers’ lived experiences and interpretations,
which were applicable for further study of unique, gifted populations or their educators.
Dependability
Throughout the data collection process, the researcher maintained a detailed written
record documenting the progress of the study, decisions made within the study, thought
processes used throughout the study, and analysis of the data. Guba and Lincoln (1989)
supported researcher journaling during qualitative research with six categories of data that would
be reviewed within the process: (a) raw data, (b) data reduction and analysis notes, (c) data
reconstruction and synthesis products, (d) process notes, (e) material related to intentions and
dispositions, and (f) preliminary development information. In the hermeneutic approach I used
for my study, researcher transparency determined the trustworthiness of the study’s outcome. I
created a written, reflective journal of all aspects of the research process, recorded my thoughts,
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observations, data collection, and analysis through memoing and notations. Throughout the
research process, a researcher can create an audit trail by keeping a detailed record of the
research, including notations about the steps taken in the research, the adaptations or
modifications made, the decisions or inferences of the researcher, and the emerging themes and
patterns that support the conclusions and finding of the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I
created a reflexive journal to provide a strong, detailed description of my study’s procedures and
findings as part of my audit trail, allowing for repetition of my document collection and analysis
procedures by other researchers. As a novice researcher, I used journaling to create an audit trail
to ensure the trustworthiness of the study and benefit the organizational and analytical aspects of
the study’s progress. Lincoln and Guba (2013) stated that using the reflexive journal for studies
utilizing a social constructivist lens in the process allows prior knowledge and previously held
assumptions to surface, challenging the shape of the study’s results.
Confirmability
Lincoln and Guba (1989) established confirmability rather than objectivity in qualitative
research, supporting a naturalist research approach utilizing auditing, triangulation, and
reflexivity. To develop confirmability, I maintained a reflexive journal throughout the data
analysis process that explicitly exposed my personal biases in my attempts to interpret the
meanings provided by the participants. Journaling guides the researcher to address preconceived
ideas through revising and questioning, leading the researcher to replace biases with new
meaning as the researcher moves through the hermeneutic circle (Gadamer, 1975). I created
detailed field notes within the reflexive journal following each face-to-face interview to
document my reflexive thoughts about the responses of each participant and how those responses
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related to my own experiences. Reflexivity shed light on how my own experiences influenced
the interpretation of the data.
Triangulation of data added to the confirmability of this study by using different forms of
data collection such as interviews, artifact collection, and a focus group session. I personally
verified transcriptions of the interview recordings to have a deeper interaction with the
participant responses seeking details relevant to the emergent themes. Using a consistent data
analysis protocol for each data collection method built triangulation and limited bias or personal
motivations from influencing the results. I used the same process of data analysis—the thematic
analysis outlined by van Manen (2016), and coding as described in Saldaña (2015)—consistently
with all three types of data collected in my study. I created consistent codes and categories of
codes in the data to aid in the synthesis of the data. I synthesized the data using thematic
statements as I sought the essence of the phenomenon of how effective teachers of gifted middle
school students are able to successfully meet the psychological needs of their students through
needs-supportive teaching pedagogies as it was heard in the voices of the teachers I studied. The
thematic statements were used to answer my research question.
Ethical Considerations
In a proposed research study, the researcher must consider the ethical treatment of
participants and ways to protect the confidentiality of all participants and organizations involved
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Mertens, 2015). Ethical concerns are encompassed in all aspects and
stages of the research process, not just in collecting and maintaining data (Creswell & Poth,
2018). For this study, I obtained IRB approval and reviewed it prior to collecting any data.
District and local permissions were obtained from the institutions in the setting described as a
Louisiana school district. Participants were invited to join, ensuring participation was voluntary
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and without personal or professional repercussions. The study did not involve vulnerable groups,
but all aspects of the study were provided to participants and fully explained. A consent to
participate form was obtained from all participants. Once interviews were scheduled, I used
pseudonyms for the setting and participants and codes for the participants’ written data forms to
ensure no identifying information was present. All documents, evidence, audio-recorded
interviews, and video-recorded interviews were maintained in password-protected files on my
iPad, personal computer, or in locked filing cabinets in my home if hard copies were obtained.
Records will be maintained for three years and then destroyed. Any requests for the use of the
data beyond the scope of the research study will require the participant’s written consent. The
researcher remained vigilant in ensuring no ethical violations occurred in the analysis of the
evidence, such as “going native” by only reporting supportive, positive participant feedback
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 57). Austin and Sutton (2014) stated ethical precautions should be
taken to avoid damaging participants in the way they are represented in the research.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study was to investigate
teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within
a public school district in Louisiana. This hermeneutic phenomenology examined the text of life
and common themes in the experiences of the study participants to understand better and
interpret the meaning of the essence of the experience itself. When the psychological needs of
students are not supported by teachers through needs-supportive teaching, there are negative
academic, behavioral, and psychological consequences (Cavilla, 2019; Kitsantas et al., 2017;
Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2017; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Researchers have confirmed the link
between academic achievement and motivation in gifted students, yet there is a gap in the
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research exploring teachers’ experiences with gifted learners’ psychological needs. In my study,
I sought to fill the gap in the literature present in the missing voices of teachers. The guiding
research questions for the study were:
1. What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’
need for autonomy?
2. What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’
need for competence?
3. What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’
need for relatedness?
I employed face-to-face interviews, artifact collection, and a focus group session to collect data
for analysis. The use of these methods, along with the ethical protections, provided a trustworthy
study of the research topic. Hermeneutic philosophy builds on questions and interpretations
stemming from the careful, reflexive analysis of responses and text (Spence, 2017). Through the
use of this type of hermeneutic questioning, the lived experience of teachers addressing the
psychological needs of gifted middle school students was a voice that was heard.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
The purpose of this qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study was to investigate
teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within
a public school district in Louisiana. Data were collected from 12 participants with experience
teaching middle school gifted students using face-to-face semi-structured interviews, artifact
submissions, and a focus group to investigate this phenomenon. Field notes and reflexive
journaling were used to identify the researcher’s biases. In this chapter, detail-rich descriptions
of the participants’ lived experiences are provided. The participant’s data was analyzed using
sententious statements, the highlighting approach, and line-by-line annotation. In vivo coding
was used to identify the exact words of the participants. The coding was categorized, and
emergent themes were revealed. Themes were applied to the central research question which
guided this study: How do teachers describe their experiences addressing gifted middle school
students’ psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness? The chapter concludes
with the application of the themes to the sub-questions and a summary.
Participants
The 12 participants for this study were middle school teachers who taught in a southern
Louisiana school district. The participants were selected using purposeful homogenous sampling,
when the researcher selects individuals or sites for a specified set of characteristics (Creswell &
Guetterman, 2019). The participants for this study were selected because they taught at least one
gifted student in the middle school classes they taught within the specified Louisiana school
district. To recruit participants, an email was sent to middle school principals in the school
district requesting they forward the email and research flyer to teachers on their campus.
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Volunteer teachers responded to the email indicating their interest in participating in the study,
and their qualifications to participate were verified. Face-to-face interviews were held with each
participant over two weeks. Participants submitted their artifacts at the time of the face-to-face
interview. A focus group was conducted with four of the 12 participants. To protect the
confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, pseudonyms were employed in data collection
and reporting. All documents, evidence, audio-recorded interviews, and notes were maintained in
password-protected files on the researcher’s personal computer or in a locked filing cabinet with
singular access by the researcher. See Table 1 for an overview of the participants’ demographic
data.
Table 1
Teacher Participants’ Demographics
Teacher
Participant

Years
Taught

Age Range

Content Area

Grade
Level

Regina

4

35-45

Mathematics

6th, 7th, 8th

Blanche

3

25-35

Social Studies

7th,8th

Miranda

2

25-35

Science

7th,8th

Corinne

6

25-35

Social Studies

6th, 7th

Allison

2

25-35

Science

6th

Amy

14

35-45

English Language Arts

8th

Veronica

0-1

25-35

Social Studies

8th

Jerica

22

35-45

Science

6th
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Lucy

5

35-45

Science

8th

Sabine

18

35-45

Science

8th

Fran

20

35-45

Social Studies

6th

Alonna

27

45-55

Social Studies

8th

Regina
Regina is a soft-spoken teacher who has taught middle school for four years. She teaches
in an advanced placement program for academically strong students at Elm Middle School (a
pseudonym). She teaches seventh-grade math and high school algebra I to eighth-grade students.
Regina is active in her school community by holding tutoring sessions after school twice a week
and helping with clubs and activities on campus. During her interview, Regina maintained a
calm, even-keeled demeanor, smiling and laughing often as she answered the questions. Regina
looks for ways to help her students have those “ah-ha” moments when they grasp concepts and
truly begin to understand what she is teaching. In her interview, Regina did not attribute student
success to herself or the effort she has to put into planning. She stated, “I’ve only been teaching
for four years,” and “It’s just one of those things that I feel like is just part of teaching. We can’t
tell a kid how they need to learn.”
Regina approaches gifted students to focus on their own self-awareness in their academic
journey. She wants to challenge them but allow them to work through those challenges to build
their character. Regina stated, “It’s things like persevering, taking risks, collaborating—that’s a
big one—because a lot of times they don’t want to collaborate especially if it’s someone who’s
not as smart as they are.” She acknowledges that it is not due to meanness or arrogance but rather
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a lack of knowing how to work with others when their level is so much higher. She utilizes a
whole class approach to teaching these skills so gifted students do not feel singled out or that she
is “ganging up on them.”
Regina is attuned to the social-emotional needs of her gifted and advanced students. Regina
expresses concern with students who overextend themselves in extracurricular activities but
cannot keep up with their classwork, resulting in poor grades. She stated, “They are stretched so
thin … and it’s hard to do better when you don’t have the time. It makes me feel sorry for them.”
Regina stated she is fine teaching gifted students, but she does worry about making sure she is
providing the accommodations and modifications in their Individualized Education Plans (IEPs)
or what she would do if faced with an outburst or meltdown in her class.
Blanche
Blanche is a vivacious, outgoing second-year teacher at Elm St. Middle School (a
pseudonym), teaching in an advanced placement program for academically strong students. She
teaches seventh-grade social studies and eighth-grade Louisiana history. Blanche is not from
Louisiana, and she is certified to teach consumer and home sciences, and although that is her
preferred teaching area, it is not an option in her current teaching location. When asked about
teaching gifted students, Blanche stated, “It has taken a lot of outside research and help from the
gifted department to learn how to teach them.” Blanche was open and forthcoming in her
interview, sharing numerous anecdotes about her gifted students; it was evident that she cares
deeply for her students and takes pride in learning about them academically and personally to be
the best teacher she can be for them. She acknowledged that differentiation and appropriate
strategies for gifted learners have helped her better plan for the needs of her gifted students.
Blanche expressed a strong desire for her gifted students to feel comfortable in her classroom,
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and she wants them to feel they can talk to her about problems or issues that may interfere with
their learning.
Blanche is extremely cognizant of her own need to learn more about how to be an
effective teacher for her gifted students, and she seeks better strategies for relationship building
and socio-emotional learning so she can actively build her own teaching practice to positively
impact her gifted learners. In the interview, Blanche admitted that her relationships with her
gifted students were more difficult in her first year of teaching:
I came in last year as a new teacher they’d never had before, and there was definitely a
period of time where they wanted to see what was going to happen, and they definitely
try to feel everyone out in a way that’s much different than students that are labeled as
non-gifted. They definitely wanted to see the rigor in my grading. I saw that a lot; they
wanted to see if they could do the bare minimum versus seeing what everyone else is
doing. Pushing those limits.
During the interview, Blanche explained several strategies she is implementing in her classroom
this year to specifically counter some of the gifted characteristics she struggled with in her first
year, and she read about them in professional development books about classroom management
and advanced learners.
Miranda
Miranda is a friendly second-year teacher at Elm St. Middle School (a pseudonym),
teaching in an advanced placement program for academically strong students. She teaches
seventh and eighth-grade science and taught the same subjects and grade levels last school year
at this same location. She indicated she is teaching her eighth-grade students for the second year
in a row, and she feels this familiarity significantly changed the dynamics of her classroom
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atmosphere. Miranda expresses concerns about properly handling gifted students mixed with the
other students in her class: “… my classes aren’t just gifted kids, it’s a mixture, so I have to
make sure that all their needs are met.” She said it is challenging, “they have gifted kids who
learn differently than everyone else, so just taking the time to talk to each one and figure out
what works and what doesn’t work” allows her to interact with her gifted students personally.
She also seeks advice from other teachers more experienced with gifted students “that I can
apply versus me just having to find everything on my own.”
Miranda is learning to appreciate the curiosity and challenging nature of gifted students
while trying to balance that with the learning needs of the other on-level students in the class
who get distracted by the questioning and intensity of the gifted students. She sees a “them
versus us mentality that goes both ways” that can cause friction in her classroom because the
gifted students want to ask questions beyond the scope of the lessons. Still, those questions
confuse and distract the non-gifted students from the material they need to know. “Some of them
are just struggling to learn basic science. They don’t need to be bombarded with extra
questions.” In the interview, Miranda said she feels having gifted students in their own class
would give her the ability to go deeper into the curriculum with them and give her the chance to
do more with their learning. She said it is a constant struggle to keep the gifted students engaged
so they are not talking and causing disruption because they finish early or they are bored, yet she
cannot move through the lesson too quickly for other student in the class to keep up and learn at
their pace.
Corinne
Corinne is an energetic, focused teacher in her sixth year of teaching at Elm St. Middle
School (a pseudonym), teaching in an advanced placement program for academically strong
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students. She currently teaches sixth and seventh-grade social studies, but she only taught sixth
grade social studies last school year. In her interview, Corinne exuded a sense of newfound
confidence in her teaching ability and her control of outcomes in the learning environment she
creates. She stated, “… going the extra mile of planning, having to research to know what kinds
of activities might engage our gifted students … so planning ahead, planning extra or over
planning, is what I call it.” She admitted the extra work and planning for gifted learners can be
taxing on her. She said, “I’m tired, maybe sometimes frustrated because, you know, you have a
set plan, but then you have to keep planning and keep going. In the end, it is worth it, but it’s
time consuming.”
Corinne is consciously building her practice as it relates to gifted students through her
experience teaching and interacting with them. She is developing a more wholistic understanding
of the needs of gifted students through their academic and social-emotional traits displayed in her
classroom. In her interview, it was evident that her focus was on engaging her advanced learners
as a tool for classroom management. She said:
When they show more interest in their learning, I really try to build off of that. Once you
see you’ve kind of it hit that light bulb for them, and it turns on, it’s like, I got them now.
I have got to keep them because really trying to find what catches their interest in
learning that’s hard for me.
Corinne revealed in her interview that she sometimes has difficulties with gifted students when
they become frustrated or fixated due to their inability to complete an activity in class. She said,
“You can see emotions running all over them, and sometimes they can’t move past that until they
find that answer.”
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Allison
Allison is a first-year teacher at Elm St. Middle School (a pseudonym), but she has
worked in education-related jobs and previously taught a year at the high school level outside of
the public school system. When the interview began, Allison was business-like and formal, but
as we talked more about her experiences, she became more animated and forthcoming about the
students and the teaching profession. Allison has degrees in psychology and kinesthesiology and
has experience working with autistic children in school settings. Teaching middle school is a
new venture for Allison, and she described how differently she has to approach middle level
students as compared to the high school students she taught previously, “It’s like a world of
difference because sixth and seventh graders are still learning how to manage their time. They’re
learning that they need to take charge of their education.” In her interview, Allison mentioned
student accountability and responsibility several times. When students do not take their learning
seriously or do not complete their assignments, it feels personal for her. She stated:
When they show me that they’re not willing to put in the minimal amount of effort in
their work, then that makes me feel like crap. If they’re not willing to put in that effort,
why should I even try or want to do the things I really want to do for the class. I don’t
feel like they deserve it.
Allison approaches teaching gifted students with authenticity, and she expects them to do what
they need to do in the class and put in the same level of effort as she does for them to be
successful.
Amy
Amy is an experienced teacher with 14 years of middle school experience teaching
English language arts. She has taught in another school district besides where she is currently
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employed and has experience teaching sixth, seventh, and eighth-grade students. She is currently
teaching eighth-grade English language arts at Maple St. Middle School (a pseudonym). From
the start of her interview, Amy’s compassion and empathy for gifted students and their unique
needs were especially evident. She stated that successful teaching of gifted students is
characterized by “allowing gifted students to shine in their own way” by “allowing them to feel
like they fit in” with everyone else. She revealed that she is accepting and patient with gifted
students who may exhibit tendencies such as isolationism or perfectionism since she “knows that
a lot of my gifted kids have a very strong desire to stand out and fit in at the same time, and it’s a
very hard balance.”
Amy strives to create a learning environment that is safe and comfortable for her gifted
students to thrive by just being who they are, and she recognizes how their differences impact
their learning and relationships. In her interview, she shared examples of conflicts between gifted
students and peers because “they stand up for what’s right a lot, and they voice that. It can rub
people wrong, and a lot of people get mad at them at times … for not backing down on that.”
Amy revealed her child is identified as gifted, and she learned about giftedness from being the
parent of a gifted child, which she feels made her a better teacher for other gifted students. She
loves working with gifted students because “I love being around the gifted kids because they are
just so much, just their maturity level is higher. They are working together. They are a team. It’s
just beautiful to watch.”
Veronica
Veronica is a first-year teacher at Maple St. Middle School (a pseudonym). She was a
student teacher last year but was in a different high school in a different city and school district.
Veronica is currently teaching eighth-grade social studies. She has limited experience with gifted
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students and is learning their idiosyncrasies and personality traits as she brings in new learning
strategies and utilizes advice from more experienced teachers on teaching gifted students. She
has a strong awareness of gifted students and respects their abilities and works ethic in her
classroom. In her interview, she described gifted students as eloquent writers who enjoy using
their creativity to complete work that goes above and beyond what most other students submit.
She said her gifted students stand out because they always exceed her expectations.
In the interview, Veronica shared that she is still unsure if what she is doing is really the
right way to teach her gifted students. She knows they are different, and she likes calling on
gifted students in her class to share their work, as it helps the other students hear higher-level
critical thinking and exemplary answers. She said, “The gifted students always feel enlightened
whenever I choose them to answer because they want to share that knowledge. I feel like it’s
more of a pride thing for them.” Veronica said it makes her so happy to see these students light
up when she has the class give them a round of applause for their work.
Jerica
Jerica is an experienced teacher with 22 years of teaching. She taught one year of
elementary-level classes and knew immediately that it was not for her. She moved to the middle
school level and fell in love with it. She is currently teaching sixth-grade science at Maple St.
Middle School (a pseudonym), which is her sixth year in this subject. She previously taught
middle school math for 15 years but was ready for a change. She revealed that she has more
gifted students in her class in science than she did in math since the district where she teaches
offers gifted math classes. Jerica was very open during her interview and shared personal
reflections about her own biases in teaching gifted students and how those biases affected her
perspective and teaching. She admitted:



129


I can say that my forte is probably not trying the reach the gifted kids. In the past, I’ve
always done better reaching my lower group, and I actually gave up a class of higherlevel children and swapped with somebody else and took the lower group because that’s
where I felt I was better suited.
She expressed a sense of excitement with her current group of sixth-grade students who “kind of
push my buttons a little bit by testing me, but it’s good, especially with the way they’re doing it.
They really seem to be interested and want to know further into things.” As she explained this,
she was obviously surprised but anticipating enjoying this school year with them.
Jerica voiced a shifting perspective about teaching gifted students, which she assigned to
years of experience in the classroom and her personal growing comfort with the challenges of
gifted students. She likes the questioning and the higher-level discussions that come with gifted
students because it makes her a better teacher. In her interview, she attributed her prior
discomfort with gifted students to her own feelings that she had to know everything as the
teacher and be in charge of everything all the time to be a good teacher. She laughingly said:
I think when we are trained as teachers, it’s kind of like; this is your curriculum. This is
what you are supposed to know. But with gifted babies, that’s not it. You have to be able
to go beyond that. They’ll ask you some questions, and you look at them and think,
where did that even from?
Reflectively, she admitted she felt gifted kids intimidated her with their questioning, and she felt
they challenged her authority, but, “Then over time, at 22 years, I’m just like, you know what?
I’m not the smartest person in the room, and that’s okay.” In her interview, she expressed a
desire for gifted students to know they can ask questions in her class and push to learn more. She
wants to meet their needs and be the kind of teacher they need. When asked how this change in
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perspective occurred, she said, “I’m more forgiving of myself in my older age at this point than I
was in my younger years because I felt the need to please, you know? And now, I guess I’m just
not anymore.” In the interview, she said she feels discouraged about not being able to meet any
student’s needs, especially her gifted students in her mixed-level classes, “I might have a gifted
student and a resource student in the same hour, and it’s disappointing not being able to do both
at the same time.”
Lucy
Lucy is in her fifth year of teaching at Maple St. Middle School (a pseudonym). She
teaches eighth-grade science. From the moment the interview began, Lucy was funny and
outspoken, yet her candor about her experiences being a teacher highlighted the depth of her
commitment to her students. Lucy described teaching gifted students in her classroom as
“engaging entertainment” because if gifted students are not interested in what she is teaching,
they will just sit and stare at her. Lucy told me she gets her students up and moving, doing games
and activities throughout her lessons. She stated that seeing them so involved in the lesson, “I get
elated. I get so excited to see them excited to do the activities and learn the knowledge. I love
that. Yeah, I’m a total nerd,” she laughingly explained.
Lucy wants all students in her classroom to be active participants in the learning, and she
feels guilty for not always having enough time to work with her gifted kids at the intensity they
may need. She feels the relationships she develops with them are significant in gaining their trust
and getting them to be more open to the classroom environment and interactive learning she likes
to create. She said one of her challenges is getting gifted students to work well in groups or with
other non-gifted students because mixing the ability levels frustrated all of them; the gifted
students cannot understand why the other students do not understand the content, and the other
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students think the gifted students are being arrogant or showing off. Lucy was passionate about
encouraging socialization in her classroom through grouping, even though it is challenging
because the gifted students “They have a hard time interacting with others. They have a hard
time talking to others.” She said she interacts more with gifted students working in groups to
help build the conversations and show them they do not need to worry about always being right
or judged. On a serious note, she said she really has to focus most in her classroom on her highend and lower-end achievers because those groups have needs and traits that require more of her
attention.
Sabine
Sabine is a veteran teacher with 18 years of teaching experience. She is currently
teaching at Oak St. Middle School (a pseudonym), where she has been for the last few years. She
has previously taught at other middle schools in her current district, and she said she loves where
she is currently teaching because of the culture of the school and staff and the support from the
administration. In her interview, Sabine characterized teaching gifted students as “being able to
meet their needs, taking things up a couple of steps, and being prepared for anything.” During
the interview, Sabine is open about her classroom and obviously takes pride in what she does and
how she develops relationships with her students. She beamed when she talked about receiving
notes, drawings, letters, or personally made items from her students, calling them “my treasures,
my prizes” because teaching is not about money or glory. When her students take their time and
effort to make something for her, it means more because she knows she has influenced them
positively or helped them in some way, which is enough for her.
Sabine has a strong desire to create positive, trusting relationships with all her students as
she looks for ways to make them feel welcome within her classroom environment. She feels
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gifted students in her class have the same opportunities as other students in how they choose to
learn and interact with the content and their classmates to best fit their personal learning style.
Sabine stated she feels gifted students are “not too different from everyone else” and maintains a
strong atmosphere of fairness and equal treatment of students in her classroom. She is willing to
allow gifted students to have choices or work ahead, but she will not allow them to disrupt the
learning of other students. She laughingly described separating a gifted student from his group,
who complained and asked why. She said, “Your friends are not doing what they need to do. I
know you might be two days ahead, but they are three weeks behind you! They need to do their
work, too!” and animatedly shook her head, raising her palms up in a why-type shrug. Sabine
said she loves teaching science because it “levels the playing field” for her students, as her
content is accessible to everyone, no matter their level.
Fran
Fran is an experienced teacher who has been teaching sixth-grade students for 20 years.
She is currently teaching at Oak St. Middle School (a pseudonym), where she has been for 15
years. Fran stated she loves her school and feels at home there. She has always taught social
studies. During her interview, Fran referenced the need for more training in how to teach gifted
students, both for herself and for teachers in general. When asked how she approaches teaching
gifted students, Fran replied:
It’s more difficult because giving them more work is not fair. They shouldn’t be punished
for being smart and getting things very quickly. I’m not gifted, and I don’t understand
their way of thinking. I know they have a different way of thinking and it can be more
creative, and so it’s having me be more creative and trying to figure out their way of
thinking.
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Fran focuses on making gifted students feel comfortable in her classroom environment, but she
feels underprepared for their needs and wishes she better understood what giftedness really
means. Fran revealed, “This might be the problem. I don’t ever feel like I’ve been prepared to
teach them, so sometimes they may fall between the cracks a little bit.” Fran compared the
communication and support provided for special education students but felt left to fend for
herself with gifted students who need high levels of support also. She wants all students to be
comfortable in her classroom environment, so she allows her gifted students to choose how they
interact and work with others, and she tries to “respect how they feel.”
Alonna
Alonna has been teaching eighth-grade social studies at Birch St. Middle School (a
pseudonym) for 27 years. This is the only school in which she has taught, and she reflected on all
the changes and shifts she has experienced throughout that time. Alonna is active in her school
community, and she sponsors clubs. She began the interview by talking about their monthly meal
schedule, where each team of teachers cooks a luncheon meal for the other teams, and her love
of her school community is evident. Alonna characterized teaching gifted students as “teaching
on all different levels” and “giving a lot of variety and choices,” which she does by “listening to
them and providing a forum” for them. Alonna shared that she has a daughter who was identified
as gifted while in school, and being the parent of a gifted child influenced how she worked with
gifted students in her classroom.
Alonna recognizes the range of characteristics of gifted students, including their
emotional nature. She utilizes several methods of grouping and differentiation in her classroom
to build life skills and social skills to help her gifted students learn. In her interview, Alonna said
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with her gifted students, it is about “seeing how they are different and how they think
differently” since “even their personalities are different a lot of times … it’s all extremes.”
Alonna focuses on building social skills and life skills in her classroom environment. She uses
grouping strategies and compromise to encourage students’ social development, but she
experiences challenges with gifted students who “… have a bit of a sarcastic attitude. They don’t
mean to be. Maybe because of their intelligence? Maybe they have that higher level, so they
think like an adult. They talk like an adult.” She is concerned about how they will interact in the
real world, “They are not always going to be on top, so they have to learn to talk to people. I try
to teach them life skills, not just content. That’s an important part of the whole thing.”
Results
The triangulation of the data added to the confirmability of the results. A consistent data
analysis protocol for each data collection method built triangulation and limited personal bias.
Data analysis was conducted using the thematic analysis outlined by van Manen (2016), and
coding was completed following Saldaña (2015). Detailed researcher journaling recorded the
documentation of the researcher’s progress throughout the study. Data were synthesized with the
thematic statements, which sought the essence of the phenomenon of how effective teachers of
gifted middle school students are able to meet the psychological needs of their students succeed.
The thematic statements were applied and used to answer the research questions. See Table 2 for
a list of themes and subthemes which emerged from all triangulated data collection points.
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Table 2
Themes and Subthemes for all Triangulated Data Collection Points
Theme
Relationships

Subthemes
Student-to-Student
Teacher to Student

Pedagogy

Seeking Knowledge
Utilizing Strategies

Balance

Teacher Control
Student Needs

Relationships
The most pronounced theme identified from the data was relationships. Analysis of the
data from all three data collection points showed all 12 participants revealed relationship
building as a significant factor in their experience with gifted students. Participants stated the
relationships they fostered within their classroom environments influenced teacher-student
relationships and student-student relationships. Participants evidenced concern about gifted
students’ relationships as a driving factor in how they shape activities and assignments for
students. Many participants indicated relationships with gifted students mollify gifted behaviors,
which may cause instructional distractions such as fixation, boredom, outbursts or frustrations,
and challenging questioning. In the face-to-face interview data analysis, teachers used
relationship building mostly to teach socialization, life skills, and character within their
curriculum.
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Student-to-Student Relationships
All 12 participants cited relationships as a factor in building student-student socialization
between gifted and non-gifted students in mixed classroom environments. Regina reported
creating “teaching relationships” in her classroom and felt this was one way she influenced
relationships between gifted students and non-gifted students. She said, “One student who
understands something can explain it to someone else, transferring knowledge between groups
and between and among students. We have a lot of roles for everyone.” Corinne, like Regina,
said she used peer tutoring to promote socialization through relationships, “They are
internalizing the information, but them really mastering that skill and coming out of their shell is
when they are explaining and reaching out with the other kids.”
Miranda, Sabine, Regina, Blanche, and Alonna experienced gifted students’ attitudes
hindering classroom relationships. Regina and Alonna reported dealing with sarcasm and
arrogance while Blanche shared, “Some of my gifted kids were so emotionally invested in their
own ideas, they could no longer absorb other ideas.” That fixation made working with other
students difficult. Miranda said she has to monitor gifted and non-gifted students working
together to ensure the gifted students are not doing the work themselves to avoid social
interaction with non-gifted students. She said, “They don’t want to take the time to have to talk
about it and explain it to everyone. They just want to get their work done and move on.”
Teachers reported using relationships to increase students’ involvement and sense of acceptance
and belonging within the classroom atmosphere but admitted it was challenging and difficult at
times. Sabine said she tries to get gifted students to interact but never forces it. She stated:
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Some of it is just the personality of the student. Some gifted students take on more of a,
for lack of a better term, snobby persona … I’m smarter than you. I’m better than you
are. I’m not going to waste my time.
Teacher-to-Student Relationships
Four of the 12 participants indicated they used teacher-to-student relationship building
with their gifted students. Sabine and Amy both said they want students in their classrooms to
feel comfortable and safe, and both participants said they do not force any social interactions in
which their students report discomfort. Sabine expressed a desire to bring students together to
“find their person, their one person … it’s like, boom! They’re good.” In their interviews, Sabine
and Amy had very similar statements about how they approach developing rapport with their
gifted students by respecting their differences yet trying to coach these students slowly into more
social interaction as they felt comfortable doing it. Amy said she does her best, “allowing them
to feel as they fit in but trying not to make them feel uncomfortable by putting a spotlight on
them.” Fran also stated she focuses on making gifted students comfortable and building trust in
her classroom as a safe place for them. She said, “I try to respect how they feel. If that is the way
you feel comfortable and want to do things, I think that’s fine. I don’t think pushing them out of
their comfort zone if going to help them feel comfortable in my class, which is what I want to
feel all the time.” Similarly, Amy said:
I want these kids to feel like this is a safe place, and they belong, and they’re
comfortable because then learning can really happen. And I’m so thrilled when they feel
like that because middle school is tough, and they don’t often feel like that.
Blanche said she finds noninvasive ways to build her teacher relationship with her gifted students
by connecting with her students throughout the school day. She said, “Even as silly as it sounds,
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seeing them at lunch, on duty, or during breaks, and knowing where they are going next, staying
in touch with them outside the classroom, sponsoring clubs … really go a long way. I think that’s
very impactful for the gifted students.”
Participants indicated they use teacher-student relationships to drive students’
accountability and responsibility. Four of the five participants from Elm St. Middle School (a
pseudonym) referenced their relationship with their students as a key factor in their gifted
students’ accountability and responsibility related to their teaching situation with multi-grade
placement of students in their classes. Blanche said, “So the better the relationship, the better you
know them, the less stress there is in teaching them.” Miranda agreed with Blanche, “This year
we have them as eighth graders, and we had them as seventh graders. The relationships we built
makes it a lot easier. We know how to address them, what to expect of them, and how to
approach them.” Allison took a more direct approach to her relationships with her students and
stated, “They’re slow at progressing in socialization compared to other generations …their
attitude toward being held responsible for the things they need to do.” Allison said she develops
relationships with the students to teach them organization and how to manage their lives. Amy
also used her rapport with her gifted students to help them understand why some of their
behaviors may be misinterpreted by other students. Amy said, “He just didn’t realize that not
everyone else could do that [finish work quickly and easily]” and that his attitude and comments
were not helping his group be successful. These participants utilized relationships with their
students to build the student’s personal accountability for their learning and behaviors.
Pedagogy
Pedagogy was another significant theme to emerge from the analysis of all three data
collection sources. Most participants were acutely aware of their perceived limitations teaching
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gifted students, and they voiced a desire to know more about how they could be better teachers
for their gifted students. At the same time, all participants spoke in detail about numerous
strategies they used in their classrooms to try and provide the extra sustenance gifted learners
need. None of the participants acknowledged feeling adequate or competent with gifted learners.
The two main sub-themes to emerge were seeking knowledge and utilizing strategies.
Seeking Knowledge
Teachers desire more knowledge about how to teach gifted students more effectively. In
some form, all of the participants indicated they pursued more information about how to teach
gifted students. Blanche said she sought information by asking more experienced teachers, doing
her own research, and reading professional development books. Corinne felt this was one of the
areas in which she needed the most improvement, and she said, “It is a matter of me revamping,
basically relearning, for me as a teacher, of how to hit their [the gifted students’] different
needs.” Fran also discussed the uncertainty of how to teach gifted students: “I don’t think that I
totally understand what it actually means to be a gifted child. Like, what qualified them for that,
and what does that even mean?” Five of the 12 participants related their need for knowledge
about gifted to their own personal relationships with their children or spouses, using those
relationships as guidance for how to interact more effectively with their students. Corinne
reflected on always trying to learn more and do more for gifted students, and she said gifted
students always voice when the lesson is too easy for them. She laughingly replied with a
sarcastic tone, “I’m like, okay. Wait until tomorrow. Catch me tomorrow and let me know how
this lesson is … how these questions are …” She said it all goes back to the planning and
relearning; it also became a challenge for her.
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Utilizing Strategies
All 12 participants readily discussed strategies they employ in their classrooms when
interacting with their gifted students. The analysis of all three data sources supported
differentiation as the primary strategy utilized by participants, along with discussion,
questioning, and grouping. Three participants, Sabine, Corinne, and Lucy, compared using
effective strategies for gifted students with the idea of seeing a light bulb turn on for them.
Tied to the use of differentiation strategies, participants were asked about their use of
choice for gifted learners. While all participants confirmed choice is available for gifted learners,
the quantity of choice and the participants’ experiences with the effectiveness and value of
allowing choices for gifted learners differed. In relation to student choice, Sabine said, “It
doesn’t bother me. I’m used to being able to kind of just go with the flow and figure it out on the
fly” in a way that best suits the student, but she does not allow them to work so far ahead that the
student is off of the class testing schedule. Veronica stated, “I feel like motivation goes along
with giving them the choice of what to do,” She has experienced students going above and
beyond expectations because they had that choice. Amy said she uses differentiation in process
and product most often. She said, “When they have a choice, they impress me with what they
come up with and what they can create. The finished work is just impressive.” Fran and Miranda
both voiced using choices and differentiation as a way for gifted students to choose to be average
when they may feel overly pressured to always overproduce. Miranda said, “They can take a step
further if they choose, but they can also choose to do the bare minimum to make the grade they
want. It’s okay to do that sometimes.” Similarly, Fran said, “I sometimes don’t know. Do they
want a choice? Are choices too much for them? Sometimes they want the consistency and
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structure of someone just telling what they want from them.” She jokingly added, “They can’t
even make up their minds about what they want out of the snack machines!”
Balance
A prominent theme that emerged from the analysis of the data was balance. Teachers are
expected to teach a group of students within their classroom that may possess a range of
achievement levels. All 12 participants confirmed that navigating an effective balance within this
classroom atmosphere is a constant concern for them. Participants used adjectives such as
frustrating, tired, difficult, and challenging to describe how this demand affects them. In the
focus group discussion, Blanche said, “Am I not meeting their needs? Is meeting the needs of
everyone supposed to be on the lesson plan? What if that isn’t meeting the needs of my kids that
need more in-depth? Whose needs am I not meeting, and what happened?” Corinne further
supported that idea, “You go in-depth, and your lower kids are lost. Then my lower kids have no
idea what I’m talking about.” Cryptically, Allison queried, “Who am I supposed to help?”
Blanche replied, “That’s when I start to feel panicked.”
Teacher Control
Participants indicated they struggled with managing the multitude of things teachers are
expected to control within their classroom, and dealing with gifted students can add to that stress.
Behaviors and mandated accommodations or modifications were areas of concern. Referencing
difficult situations with gifted personalities and behaviors that interfere with teaching, Miranda
said, “A lot of them [gifted students] like to be talked to like they’re adults. I’m the adult. You’re
still a child. I know you think differently, but it’s my classroom, and you still follow the rules
even if you don’t like them or don’t like anything ‘cause it’s boring. I have to teach everyone in
here, not just you.” Sabine shared similar feelings saying she does not give preferential treatment



142


to any students, high or low level, because everyone has the same right to fair treatment and
equal learning opportunities.
Emotionally, teachers are overwhelmed, reeling with a range of emotions about what they
are being asked to accomplish. When gifted students show signs of engagement and motivation,
teachers share in that success. Amy said, “It’s what we want to see as teachers. That’s kind of
what we are in the job for, are those moments.” But teachers also feel the pressure of trying to
reach gifted learners and provide enough for them to make a real difference. Allison stated, “It
takes up a lot of time for me, which I seem to not have. To do all of this, I feel very stressed out.
I feel like I’m expected to do something impossible.” All twelve participants revealed feelings
of personal failure when a gifted student was unmotivated, or the teacher felt they had not
adequately met the gifted student's needs. Regina stated, “The thing is, they have that wall that
they have put up, a lot of them. It’s not going to serve them in the ways that they think it will”
when asked about amotivated gifted students. When she cannot meet a gifted student’s needs,
Miranda said:
I felt like I let them down. Like I let myself down. I didn’t go the extra step or didn’t
change my lesson enough for them … It gets me down about how can I do this better. I
can’t keep doing this every day.
Corinne said she “felt ineffective and discouraged,” but she used that to motivate herself to
become better even though “it took me a good while to get past it.” The inability to reach a gifted
student weighed heavily on Amy also. She stated, “I feel like I did a disservice to them … It
bothers me a lot because that’s the one thing I’ve tried to make sure I’m focusing on with every
kid and seeing all of their little strengths and their little things that they’re good at.”
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Student Needs
Figuring out what gifted students need is time-consuming and difficult when teachers are
required to use a common, uniform curriculum not designed for advanced learners. All
participants taught in the same school district, which used a prescribed curriculum in all core
contents. Eight of the 12 participants saw this type of curriculum as an impediment to their
ability to provide what gifted learners truly need in the classroom fully. Alonna said, “It’s not as
hands-on anymore. I liked differentiated learning, and I liked learning styles. But it’s hard to
come up with choices now.” Corinne revealed that figuring out what to do for gifted students is
hard for her because they won’t always tell you; they will just do what they are told to do, and
you will never really know they are bored or unhappy. Veronica shared an experience from a
parent conference with a gifted student when she was told that she was not meeting the student’s
needs by his parent. Veronica replied to the parent, “He’s not meeting my needs either.” She
shared it was an eye-opening experience for all of them, as she said he was not doing the work,
was not putting in the effort to be successful. When given the opportunity to defend herself this
way, she stated, “I felt accomplished in a sense, like I’m better than you are perceiving me to
be.”
Outlier Data and Findings
One participant provided data that did not align with the specific research questions of
this study. The participant, Allison, revealed in her interview that her prior teaching experience
with 11th and 12th-grade students shaped her impressions of her current sixth-grade teaching
position. In the initial confirmation of the participant’s eligibility for this study, information
about prior teaching placement was requested. Allison’s prior teaching experience with higher
level, more mature students may explain the intensity of her interview responses regarding
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student ownership of learning. Her high expectations regarding student accountability and
responsibility may have been based on her experiences with her prior older students than with
her current class of sixth-grade students.
Research Question Responses
This hermeneutic phenomenological study was guided by one central research question
and three sub-research questions. This section is comprised of a narrative of the responses to the
research questions, which sought to describe teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted
middle school students’ psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The
coding process is outlined to explain the three themes which emerged from the data. The three
themes are: (a) relationships, (b) pedagogy, and (c) balance, which emerged from the data
analysis.
Central Research Question
How do teachers describe their experiences addressing gifted middle school students’
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness? During the collection and
analysis of the data from participants, it became evident that teachers viewed their role and the
ability they possessed to influence gifted students’ academic and social success as both a positive
and negative aspect of their teaching.
Primarily, participants wanted to establish rapport with their gifted students and develop
relationships with them to foster a better learning environment for them. The data supported the
participants’ desire to provide a safe, comfortable classroom for gifted students to feel welcome
and accepted for who they are as learners. Sabine, after 18 years of teaching, still placed
relationship building as her top priority in her classroom. She reflected on her approach to
students who were distraught:
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What do I need to do? What do I need to do to make it better right now? What do I do?
Do I talk to that student alone? Do I need to … Is there something I can do? Sometimes
it’s something that happened before they even got to my class. Sometimes it’s something
that happened at home that morning. Sometimes they’re just too hard on themselves.
Parent expectations are unreasonable. I’ve seen it all, and I’ve heard it all. I just
sometimes try to tell the kid you’re not always going to be perfect. Don’t expect to be.
Don’t try to be.
Participants discussed the taxing nature of developing and planning extension activities
that engage and interest gifted learners, specifically the time, research, and lack of guidance they
experienced trying to figure out what gifted students needed from them. Overall, participants
agreed gifted students needed increased teacher attention, critical thinking stimulation,
questioning, and high-interest activities. Participants differed in their approach to providing these
types of differentiated approaches. The veteran participants with ten or more years of teaching
experience displayed more flexibility and openness to gifted needs and placed a higher value on
a wholistic understanding of gifted students. Participants with less than ten years of teaching
experience voiced concerns relating to classroom behaviors, curricular infringement, and time
management that prohibited their ability to provide differentiation at the level gifted students
may need.
Participants shared the joys of teaching gifted students yet commiserated on the feelings
of defeat they experienced when their best was not enough to meet the needs of those gifted
students. When asked how they felt when something they did in their classrooms showed
positive results for a gifted student, the majority of participants assigned the success to doing
their job or relating it to their reason for teaching. The proverbial turning on of a light bulb was
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used to describe students’ reactions that elicited the greatest sense of accomplishment for the
participants. Participants also measured their value as a teacher on their ability to meet the needs
of gifted students. When students were successful, they used terms such as validated, ecstatic,
and happy. Consistently, all participants blamed themselves for unsuccessful gifted students for
academics and social-emotional deficiencies. Teachers used terms such as failure, ineffective,
and discouraged to describe their feelings.
Sub Question One
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ needs for
autonomy? All participants provided evidence of using autonomy in their classrooms with their
gifted learners. Levels of autonomy differed between teachers, and the scope of the autonomy
beyond the mandated curriculum varied between participants. Yet, even with the variations in
delivery and flexibility in autonomy, the need and value of providing autonomy through choice
and interest-based learning were unanimous among participants’ experiences. The teachers
agreed that autonomy promoted the quality of gifted students’ work, increased their motivation
for the assignment, and allowed their creativity and giftedness to show in their products.
Autonomy was linked to teaching gifted students’ accountability, responsibility, and ownership
of their learning. Allison stated, “It’s shown me some of them have never been given autonomy
of how they conduct anything in school. They have always been told what to, so they either don’t
do it at all, or they have no idea what to do.” Yet, six of the 12 participants specifically discussed
being limited in the amount of autonomy they could realistically offer students because of
curricula mandates. Regina stated, “I feel like with the content that we have—it’s scripted.
Today we do this. Tomorrow we do this, and it builds on each other, so trying to give them
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choices can sometimes be challenging. But it’s possible.” See Table 3 for the codes, themes, and
subthemes for data relevant to this study’s research sub-question one.
Table 3
Codes, Themes, and Subthemes for Research Question One
Frequency of
Codes Across
all Data Points

Emergent
Theme

Subtheme

Allowing student choice

26

Pedagogy

Utilizing Strategies

Extensive Planning

24

Pedagogy

Seeking Knowledge
& Utilizing
Strategies

Student ownership of their
learning

3

Pedagogy

Utilizing Strategies

Creating authentic, relevant
learning

4

Pedagogy

Seeking Knowledge

Mandated curriculum
influences

19

Pedagogy

Seeking Knowledge
& Utilizing
Strategies

Code

Sub Question Two
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ needs for
competence? Participants felt gifted learners were highly competent in their abilities to master
content and skills needed to be successful in their classes. A few participants discussed times
when gifted learners experienced more serious competence-related issues. Corinne talked about
the reaction of a gifted student struggling with a test:
He did not know a lot of the answers to the questions, and I could literally physically see
him pulling on his hair and his hands were clinching. He was so stressed out, and he got
to the point that he started to Google the answers.
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Participants did not have doubts about the competency of gifted learners. Still, they said gifted
learners do exhibit signs of frustration, competitiveness, and distress when they do not feel
personally competent to complete a task. Most participants felt gifted learners needed the most
support at those times because it led to such intense emotional feelings of failure for them. Some
codes for research sub-question one overlapped with the codes for research sub-question two.
See Table 4 for data relevant to this study’s research sub-question two.
Table 4
Codes, Themes, and Subthemes for Research Question Two
Frequency of
Codes Across
all Data Points

Emergent
Theme

Subtheme

Mastery of skills

27

Pedagogy

Utilizing Strategies

Extensive Planning

24

Pedagogy

Seeking Knowledge
& Utilizing
Strategies

Student ownership of their
learning

3

Pedagogy

Utilizing Strategies

Creating authentic, relevant
learning

4

Pedagogy

Seeking Knowledge

Higher order questioning

82

Pedagogy

Utilizing Strategies

Gifted students need more

13

Pedagogy &
Relationships

Seeking knowledge
& Teacher-tostudent

Emotional frustrations with
teaching & learning
challenging material

16

Relationships &
Pedagogy

Code



Teacher-to-student
& Utilizing
strategies
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Sub Question Three
What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ needs for
relatedness? Participants were highly aware of the need for relatedness for gifted students. Amy
stated, “I love it. I feel like that’s [sense of belonging] almost higher than having them learn.”
Participants had to work with a range of behaviors with their gifted students, from isolationism to
classroom behavior distraction. Teachers experienced gifted students who preferred to segregate
themselves from other gifted students. Jerica said acceptance depends on the groups of students,
but stated, “They’re really smart, and they say things the other kids don’t understand. They can’t
get back down to the level of their peers, so it’s just easier to talk to other smart kids.”
Participants all shared methods they used in their classroom environments to handle these
behaviors yet continue to build gifted students’ sense of belonging. Some codes for research subquestions one and two overlapped with the codes for research sub-question three. See Table 5 for
data relevant to this study’s research sub-question three.
Table 5
Codes, Themes, and Subthemes for Research Question Three

Code

Frequency of
Codes Across
all Data Points

Emergent
Theme

Subtheme

Building walls

4

Relationships

Teacher-to-Student &
Student-to-Student

Extensive Planning

24

Pedagogy

Seeking Knowledge &
Utilizing Strategies

Grouping of gifted students

71

Pedagogy &
Balance

Utilizing Strategies,
Teacher Control &
Student Needs

Creating authentic, relevant
learning to connect with
students’ lives

4

Relationships

Teacher-to-Student



150


Comfort zone/safe space

5

Relationships

Teacher-to-Student &
Student-to-Student

Isolationism

3

Relationships

Teacher-to-Student &
Student-to-Student

Emotional sensitivities

47

Relationships

Teacher-to-student &
Student-to-Student

Summary
This chapter displayed the findings of this hermeneutic phenomenological study relevant
to the study’s purpose to investigate teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of
gifted middle school students within a public school district in Louisiana. Data collection
methods were explained, and data analysis methods were reviewed. Findings were presented,
and emergent themes were revealed. Three emergent themes: (a) relationships, (b) pedagogy, and
(c) balance, were supported with evidence and in vivo quotes from participants. These themes
were applied to the study’s research questions to produce the study's findings. Findings showed
teachers are strongly aware of the unique needs of gifted students and experience these needs in
their classrooms daily. Teachers strive to create strong relationships with gifted students, as they
know these relationships are vital to the social-emotional needs of their gifted students. Teachers
also feel intense pressure to provide enough support for gifted learners, and they feel personally
responsible for the disconnection, failures, and well-being of their gifted students. Yet, they do
not feel they are fully trained to support and understand gifted learners adequately. Teachers
struggle to balance teaching gifted students with the demands of teaching on-level students.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study was to investigate
teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within
a public school district in Louisiana. An interpretation of the findings of the study detailing
connections between the central phenomenon of the study and the participants is provided in this
chapter. The following additional sections are included in the chapter: (a) Implications for Policy
and Practice, (b) Theoretical and Methodological Implications, (c) Limitations and
Delimitations, and (d) Recommendations for Future Research. The chapter concludes with an
overall summary.
Discussion
The central research question which guided this hermeneutic phenomenological study
was: How do teachers describe their experiences addressing gifted middle school students’
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness? The central research question
was informed by the following three research sub-questions: (SQ1) What are teachers’ lived
experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ needs for autonomy? (SQ2) What are
teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ need for competence? and
(SQ3) What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ need for
relatedness? This section provides narrative evidence from participants to support the identified
themes. A discussion of the interpretation of the findings related to the themes is supported by
empirical and theoretical literature provided through the following subsections: (a) Implications
for Policy and Practice, (b) Theoretical and Methodological Implications, (c) Limitations and
Delimitations, and (d) Recommendations for Future Research. Interpretation of Findings
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Interpretation of Findings
Data were collected from 12 participants in semi-structured face-to-face interviews,
artifact submissions, and a focus group discussion. From the analysis and triangulation of the
data, three themes emerged after categorization of the codes: (a) relationships, (b) pedagogy, and
(c) balance. The theme relationships included the subthemes of student-to-student relationships
and teacher-to-student relationships. The theme pedagogy included the subthemes of seeking
knowledge and utilizing strategies. The theme of balance included the subthemes of teacher
control and student needs. These themes were applied to the study’s research questions to discern
the study’s findings, which were then interpreted through the lens of the study’s theoretical
framework.
Summary of Thematic Findings
Self-determination theory (SDT) explains what societal influences result in making
people feel happy and fulfilled in their life as it relates to their desire for growth, motivation, and
potential (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017). The purpose of this hermeneutic
phenomenological study was to investigate teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological
needs of gifted middle school students within a public school district in Louisiana. This section
correlates the themes and findings within this study to the tenets of SDT based on the voices of
the teachers and their lived experiences.
Teachers Base Personal Success on Gifted Students’ Success. Teachers internalize
outcomes of gifted students’ academic and social-emotional growth as an evaluative measure of
their own teaching effectiveness and prowess. Teachers were deeply connected to their students.
The participants clearly articulated their desire to build and maintain rapport with their gifted
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students for academic and social reasons. Sabine specified, “I take pride in the fact that I feel like
I can build a good relationship with each one of my students. I’m super proud.”
Teachers felt strong rapport generated stronger academic discussions in their classrooms
and created collaborative groups for gifted students to peer tutor or share their knowledge. Lucy
intentionally placed gifted students in collaborative groups with non-gifted students to push them
outside their comfort zones and initiate social interaction. She stated she thinks about, “How can
I bring this kid out of their shell?” but clarified that it takes a lot more effort with intensely
introverted gifted students. She prides herself on continually working with these students
throughout the school year, and when asked how she feels about this process, she replied, “I feel
guilty. I feel like I can’t give them my all because I’m bouncing around helping everyone.”
Relationships fostered through collaborative teams or performance-based interactions build
relatedness for students (Haraldsen et al., 2020).
Amy utilized her relationship with a gifted student to openly talk to him about why he
was not doing his work and his need to be interested and challenged. She stated, “It made me
happy because I felt like I was finally getting through to him and giving him something to look
forward to.” Teachers are attentive and helpful but also structured and challenging, which builds
students’ sense of relatedness (Kaplan, 2018). Participants did not take credit for the successes of
their gifted students and credited the outcome to doing their job or their reason for teaching.
Participants blamed themselves when gifted students exhibited signs of difficulty in the
classroom. Teachers reported strong rapport and relationships with gifted students allowed them
to know how to handle the emotional outbursts of their gifted students and the fixations,
perfectionism, and competitive traits that interfere in classroom socialization and structure.
Blanche discussed finding common ground to connect with gifted students to improve
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relationships, as she felt her inability to connect with a gifted student made her “a bad teacher”
for him. In a situation she encountered with a gifted student who fixated on why she was upset
about a comment he made to another teacher, she stated, “I felt like I lost control of the situation.
I just felt so insecure about my ability to handle the situation and redirect him in a better way …
It made me feel terrible like I couldn’t help him.”
Teachers Unsure of Best Practices for Gifted Learners. Teachers’ conceptualization
of meeting gifted students’ needs is an autodidactic process of knowledge acquisition through
trial-and-error strategization and experience. Teachers did not feel adequately supported by their
educational training or professional development to teach gifted students. Gifted students have
expressed powerlessness, irritation, and apathy when placed in heterogeneous classroom groups
without the benefit of differentiated or accelerated learning (Wiley, 2019). Researchers have
confirmed the disconnect between the known strategies and theories effective for teaching gifted
students and the diverse ways teachers actually employ the strategies in their classrooms, which
results in differing perspectives between teachers and students about needs-supportive teaching
(Dai & Chen, 2014; Handa, 2020; Li et al., 2019a).
Although the majority of participants talked about using group work with gifted students,
there was no consistency in how it was applied or in why they used the strategy. Teachers
grouped gifted students based on the students’ choice of groups, based on heterogeneous
grouping models, based on homogenous grouping models, or allowed gifted students to opt-out
of grouping entirely. Miranda, Jerica, Sabine, Amy, and Fran specifically referenced respecting
gifted students’ group work choices. Lucy, Alonna, Regina, and Corinne had specified grouping
procedures in place which mandated groups. Allison and Veronica did not discuss grouping of
students. Grouping gifted students with other gifted students is an effective, recognized strategy
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that provides additional interaction with like-minded peers critical to gifted students’ motivation
(Wiley, 2019).
Teachers become frustrated when gifted students who work with non-gifted students
struggle to get along with classmates or become disruptive. Teachers described their experiences
dealing with gifted students who were snobby, condescending, or short-tempered with on-level
classmates who had lower ability levels, were less mature, were less serious about the work, or
disagreed with their ideas. Alonna said, “They [gifted students] just don’t always want to work in
groups; they rather work alone because they know they will do all the work anyway. They don’t
want someone else making the decisions.” Gifted students may be unable to separate their
identity as a gifted student from their perspective when working in groups (Meltzer, 2014;
Zakreski, 2018). Yet given a choice, gifted middle school students often choose peer influence
over academics in mixed-ability groups (Cross et al., 2016).
Teachers did not feel they have been prepared as pre-service teachers, nor did they
receive in-service training on how to effectively teach gifted students. Both Blanche and Corinne
discussed doing their own research and seeking professional development books about teaching
gifted and advanced learners. Each of these teachers was actively incorporating the strategies
they read about it or learned from other, more experienced teachers into their classrooms to
improve the learning environment for gifted students. Corinne related her need to learn more
because she was unhappy about her students’ state assessment scores the previous year. Her
feelings of being “ineffective and discouraged” drove her to find her own solutions, while
Blanche attributed her research to the desire to build better relationships. Jerica, Veronica, and
Fran repeatedly answered questions about instruction for gifted learners with a sense of
uncertainty about what giftedness really is and whether the method they employ is effective for
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gifted learners. Spoon et al. (2020) stated professional development focused on the needs of
gifted learners is necessary to build teachers’ understanding of giftedness and classroom
planning strategies for gifted instruction because teacher training programs are deficient in these
areas.
Without adequate training, teachers are left to fend for themselves and figure out how to
address gifted students’ needs. Teachers revealed they with gifted students, it can be hard to
know what they need because all gifted students are different. Miranda stated, “I’m constantly
trying to pinpoint what each gifted kid needs, trying to figure out what works and what doesn’t
work. I just have to figure it out. Similarly, Miranda, Lucy, Corinne, Blanche, Jerica, and Amy
all used phrasing relating to figuring it out to describe their process for knowing how to teach
gifted students. New and in-service regular education teachers who teach gifted students benefit
from differentiation training, classroom support, and administrative monitoring (VanTasselBaska & Little, 2017).
Teachers Face Barriers Providing Gifted Differentiation. Teachers feel stifled by
instructional and environmental barriers hindering their ability to provide higher-level
differentiated instruction required for gifted learners. Although the teachers knew their gifted
students needed more from them academically, the teachers felt prohibitive and mandated
curriculum did not give them many options for incorporating the level of differentiated
instruction their experience has proven gifted students truly needed. Teachers struggled to find a
balance between teacher control and students’ needs. Jerica stated, “That’s so hard for me. This
is my curriculum. This is my box of stuff. How do I reign them back in and make sure I am still
teaching the things I need to? If you let them go, they’ll just keep going.”



157


Teachers agreed gifted students can become disruptive when they finish lessons quickly
and are bored. Miranda stated, “They’ll start acting up or asking really off-topic questions.” In
the focus group discussion, Corinne described the behavior as “Derailing my entire lesson …”
Teachers were hesitant to reprimand gifted students too sharply as they knew the disruption
stemmed from not being adequately challenged. Jerica stated, “Sometimes when they want to
know more, and they get shut down, they shut down the rest of it, and they stop listening.” Rigid
teacher control decreases students’ autonomy which has been shown to negatively impact
students’ competence and relatedness, causing increased student frustration and decreased
student motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
Instead, the teachers tried to find ways to offer gifted students more while staying in line
with their prescribed curriculum. “There’s times when I’m going to allow them that freedom and
then regret it. I’m going to have to be able to live with that.” Ireland et al. (2020) stated even
though teachers may think they are providing effective differentiated instruction for gifted
learners, teachers focusing on instructional pedagogy designed for average learners cannot
engage advanced learners leading to their low performance and motivation in the classroom.
Implications for Policy or Practice
Several pertinent changes to policy and practice were revealed through this study. These
changes are relevant at several education levels with ramifications for school, district, state, and
federal levels. Teachers address the needs and satisfaction of gifted students through their daily
interactions with them at the educational level, and these interactions ultimately have local,
national, and global implications (Wai & Lovett, 2021). Instructional policies and practices for
gifted education should focus on the intellectual development and classroom needs of the
frontline providers, the teachers of gifted students. Gagné (2015) specified that societal impacts
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on gifted students’ psychological need satisfaction are evident from the empirical literature, and
meeting those needs in their learning environment is directly related to teachers.
Implications for Policy
Since the passing of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), state
education funding received from the federal government has been tied to the acceptance of
federal education directives (Casalaspi, 2017; Haney, 2013). Federal education acts since the
1960s have focused on implementing programs for underprivileged students with little to no
support for gifted education. With the enactment of the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981
(OBRA), progress toward increased federal funding for gifted education stopped. Currently, the
only federal funding for gifted education is the Jacob Javits Gifted & Talented Students
Education Act passed by Congress in 1988. Yet, this funding does not apply to local gifted
education programs (NAGC, 2019a) nor mandate how states must provide for gifted
programming, leaving decisions about gifted programming to local education boards and state
leaders (Pfeiffer et al., 2018; Young & Balli, 2014).
The first policy implication is the need for the federal government to provide specified
protected funding for gifted education across the nation. This type of federally protected
programming for gifted students would ensure equity of gifted services across states. Federally
protected policy regarding gifted education would further ensure all states create, maintain, and
protect gifted education programming in their local school districts. The second policy
implication is the need for federal policy to encompass pre-service teacher training in gifted
education programs at colleges. The third implication is for federal policy to protect teachers’
collaborative teaming and planning time in all state school districts. These policies would
significantly impact the accuracy and effectiveness of gifted education for teachers and students.
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Implications for Practice
This study offered a wealth of information relevant to implications for practice at the
district and school levels. Teachers in the study revealed a true need for increased training and
collaborative planning to meet the needs of gifted students effectively. It would be an effective
practice in Main School District (MSD), the study’s site, to identify teachers within the district
who teach gifted students within a regular education classroom environment and offer these
teachers professional development training specifically related to gifted learners. Practices could
include mentorships with experienced teachers, collaborative teaming opportunities with teachers
certified in gifted education, and protected time for regular education teachers to observe gifted
students in gifted classrooms. These practices may be effective for all students, schools, and
districts.
Theoretical and Empirical Implications
This hermeneutic phenomenological study investigated how teachers described their
experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ psychological needs of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. The participants described their experiences addressing gifted
middle school students’ psychological needs as a challenging but rewarding process informed by
their research, need for understanding, and their experiences trying different strategies. From the
data collected from 12 participants, I discerned three significant themes: (a) relationships, (b)
pedagogy, and (c) balance. The following section articulates this study’s theoretical and
empirical implications as they relate to the literature review and theoretical framework which
guided the study.
The theoretical framework that guided this hermeneutic phenomenological study was
self-determination theory (SDT), posited by Deci and Ryan (1985), which linked motivation to
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social context and environment. The theory focuses on the satisfaction of psychological needs to
foster motivation and how societal factors impact motivation and feelings of well-being (Deci &
Ryan, 1985). Ryan and Deci (2017) stated perceptions of satisfaction and well-being could be
influenced by internal and external factors related to an individual’s culture, society, and biology.
The basic psychological needs theory (BPNT) is a sub-theory of SDT, which states the level at
which the three basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met can
affect mental health and self-motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
SDT does not try to explain intrinsic motivation but instead promotes and maintains it,
and the value of motivation is seen as the real-world consequences of it (Deci & Ryan, 1985,
2000). In this study, the real world is the classroom, and the consequences are the outward
manifestations of students’ satisfied psychological needs, which are influenced by their teacher’s
societal and cultural actions. Evidence has shown gifted motivation and well-being may also be
fostered through challenges, frustrations, failures, and adversity in the attempt to master a skill
(Haraldsen et al., 2020; Subotnik et al., 2011).
The findings in this study align and confirm Deci and Ryan’s (1985) SDT/BPNT as it
applied to teachers’ experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ psychological needs
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. SDT defines autonomy as the psychological need to
feel in control of one’s actions with the ability to make decisions about implementing change.
Actions taken by one person to increase another person’s perception of their sense of action,
choice, or ability characterizes autonomy—supportive teaching—which supports the
psychological need for autonomy (Guay et al., 2017; Hornstra et al., 2020; Li et al., 2019a;
Reeve et al., 2003). When the teachers in this study discussed the needs of gifted students in their
classes, they clearly supported the need for students to have a sense of choice in their learning
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and ownership of their learning. Teachers confirmed using choice boards, extension projects, and
high-interest independent inquiry, which teachers spent extensive time and research creating for
their gifted students. Learning is increased in settings where autonomy-supportive strategies such
as student voice in their learning and classroom decisions, interest-driven activities, and selfpacing are employed (Jang et al., 2016; Li et al., 2019a; Stroet et al., 2013).
Findings in this study confirmed teachers have differing perceptions of needs-supportive
teaching for gifted students. While all teachers confirmed they attempted to support gifted
students through various strategies and classroom processes, the teachers’ descriptions and
reasoning for their methods differed tremendously. Teachers attempted to provide needed
support through regular education coursework without providing activities specifically designed
for gifted learners, yet found gifted students became distractions to other on level-students. This
finding was in direct correlation with Ireland et al. (2020), which stated teachers who focus on
instructional pedagogy appropriate for the average student cannot engage gifted learners.
Findings in this study agree with prior empirical evidence of significant obstacles to
teachers’ ability to provide psychological needs-supportive teaching for gifted students. Teachers
do not feel they have been adequately trained to meet the academic, socio-emotional, or
psychological needs of gifted students in their classrooms (Da Fonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017;
Ekornes, 2017; Jensen & Minke, 2017; Rowan & Townend, 2016; Willis et al., 2019). Teachers
in this study confirmed those feelings regarding inadequate pre-service and in-service training in
gifted education. Spoon et al. (2020) stated teacher professional development in gifted education
rarely provides teachers with an opportunity to learn strategies and supportive teaching beneficial
for gifted learners.
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This study’s findings confirmed teachers desire to develop their skills and knowledge
about gifted learners. Teachers also confirmed they have minimal collaborative planning time
with other teachers in their daily schedules. Research has established teachers seek advice in
lesson planning, classroom management, and assessment most often from other teachers rather
than empirical evidence-based resources (Cooper et al., 2017; Datnow & Hubbard, 2016; Judkins
et al., 2014; Nelson & Campbell, 2017; Nelson & O’Beirne, 2014).
Teachers in this study reported being stressed by classroom pressures such as mandated
curriculum, time constraints, and mixed-level classes, which negatively impacts their ability to
address the needs of gifted students. Research evidenced that teachers face numerous barriers to
providing needs-supportive teaching for gifted students, including lack of time needed to plan
and implement this type of teaching while handling other classroom obligations (Abu et al.,
2017; Szymanski et al., 2018), inconsistent resources, initiatives, and programs causing
confusion and feelings of being overwhelmed (Gallagher, 2015; Rubenstein & Ridgley, 2017).
Teachers in this study maintained their primary directive was to focus on end-of-year
state assessment scores. This focus on testing impeded their ability to focus on gifted students’
needs and prohibited them from straying from the mandated curriculum. Mann et al. (2021)
found teachers might be willing to work on needs-supportive teaching and student well-being if
performance ratings and teacher evaluations were not tied to students’ academic testing scores.
Limitations and Delimitations
Due to the imperfect nature of human subject research, limitations and delimitations are
expected in qualitative research (Peoples, 2021). This study investigated the lived experiences of
teachers addressing gifted middle school students’ psychological needs of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Limitations in a research study are factors that may influence the
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study but are beyond the researcher’s control. Limitations present in this study are outlined
below.
Limitations in this study pertained to the participants and setting of the study. This study
utilized a sample of 12 participants, which may be considered a limitation due to the small size
limiting generalization to large populations. Only twelve volunteers contacted the researcher. All
participants in this study were Caucasian female teachers resulting in gender and ethnicity
limitations in the participant population. No male or non-Caucasian participants volunteered for
the study. Participant makeup indicated a limitation in the variation in content taught by the
subjects. Five teachers taught science, five teachers taught social studies, one teacher taught
English language arts, and one teacher taught math. At the scheduled focus group meeting, one
participant canceled for personal reasons limiting the number of participants to four rather than
the originally scheduled five. Geographic location was a limitation as all participants taught in
the same south Louisiana school district, although not all were at the same school within that
district. This may have resulted in some limitations of candor in participants’ responses based on
hesitancy to speak openly when recorded or due to familiarity in the district and fear of being
identified.
Delimitations are the decisions made to limit or define the scope of the research study.
The researcher decided to conduct a hermeneutic phenomenology in this study to focus on
finding commonalities, patterns, and themes related to the participants lived experience with the
phenomenon of teaching gifted students. Hermeneutic phenomenology researchers seek to
understand how the individual experienced the phenomenon being studied by investigating the
participant’s lifeworld influences and the context of their daily life (van Manen, 2016).
Hermeneutic phenomenology goes beyond gathering the participant’s descriptions of their
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experience to understanding how human beings assign meaning and value to those experiences
through their relationships, beliefs, and skills developed from their lifeworld experiences (Dibley
et al., 2020; Neubauer et al., 2019; van Manen, 2016). I selected the hermeneutic approach to the
phenomenological design because it allowed me to acknowledge my own experiences and
preconceptions as a part of my own positionality within the study. The researcher enters the
research with preconceived ideas about the research topic, which have developed from their own
experiences and social interaction, which the researcher acknowledges in their attempt to
experience the same phenomenon (Dibley et al., 2020).
Delimitations in this study were related to the participant sample and setting. I selected
purposive homogenous sampling. Purposive homogenous sampling allows the researchers to
intentionally select participants or sites based on defining characteristics and group affiliations
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Since this study is qualitative research, purposive sampling
ensured all participants had experienced the phenomenon being studied and they would be able
to provide detail-rich data. Participants selected taught middle school classes, sixth through
eighth grade, with at least one gifted student in the class. I selected the setting of the study, a
southern Louisiana school district, due to the established gifted program in the district and the
proximity to my location. This district offered a significant number of participants eligible to
participate in the study.
Recommendations for Future Research
One recommendation for future research is a phenomenological study of teachers of
gifted students, which includes a larger sample size, greater diversity in gender and ethnicity of
the participants, and a larger scope for the setting. These limitations and delimitations in the
current study could be greatly broadened to increase the scope and wealth of information
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obtained from a larger population. A larger scope would allow researchers to probe the impact of
teachers’ epistemological beliefs about gifted students’ needs more fully while taking into
account factors such as gifted programming across states and districts.
Additional research on topics revealed by participant responses may prove beneficial to
gifted programming. A phenomenological study of the effects of personal connections to gifted
individuals as it relates to a teacher’s pedagogy for teaching gifted students would help clarify
teacher experiences. Studies of the phenomenon from the perspective of administrators may shed
light on experiences from an alternative perspective.
Conclusion
The purpose of this qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study was to investigate
teachers’ experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within
a public school district in Louisiana. The theoretical framework for the study was the selfdetermination theory and the sub-theory of basic psychological needs, which states that the
satisfaction of the three basic needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness affect mental
health and self-motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The central research question was: How do
teachers describe their experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ psychological
needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness? Three sub-questions informed the central
research question: (SQ1) What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted middle school
students' need for autonomy? (SQ2) What are teachers’ lived experiences addressing gifted
middle school students' need for competence? and (SQ3) What are teachers’ lived experiences
addressing gifted middle school students' need for relatedness? Data were collected from twelve
middle school teachers in face-to-face interviews, artifact submissions, and a focus group
discussion to investigate this phenomenon. The analysis of all three data sources revealed
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teachers described their experiences addressing gifted middle school students’ psychological
needs as a challenging but rewarding process informed by their own research, need for
understanding, and experiences trying different strategies. This study found teachers internalize
outcomes of gifted students’ academic and social-emotional growth as an evaluative measure of
their own teaching effectiveness and prowess. Teachers’ conceptualization of meeting gifted
students’ needs is an autodidactic process of knowledge acquisition through trial-and-error
strategization and experience. Teachers feel stifled by instructional and environmental barriers
hindering their ability to provide higher-level differentiated instruction required for gifted
learners.
The finding and implications of this study promote the need for increased pre-service and
in-service training specifically related to needs-supportive academic and socio-emotional
teaching for gifted teachers. School districts should intentionally create support systems focused
on addressing this need through mentorships, collaborative teaming of gifted and regular
education teachers, and curriculum appropriate for the distinctive needs of gifted learners to
make available the opportunity for teacher growth.
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Appendix B
Site Approval/Permission to Conduct Research
The following email script will be forwarded to the school district school board office in the
Louisiana school district in the projected setting for the study.
Dear ____________________,
I am writing to request your permission and assistance in conducting a research study in the
school district with volunteer teachers employed by your school board. I am asking for
permission from the School Board to conduct my research study in this school district on the
campuses of schools housing gifted centers or schools teaching gifted students.
The title of the research study is “Middle School Teachers’ Experiences Addressing Gifted
Students’ Basic Psychological Needs: A Phenomenological Study.” The study will not involve
students. I am asking permission to recruit volunteer participant teachers. I am seeking
participants who teach at least one middle school (6 th, 7th, or 8th grade) class comprised of ten or
more gifted students.
Attached you will find a teacher recruitment flyer which will be used to recruit teachers. I would
like to ask permission to contact the school principals to request assistance and conduct my
research with teachers located on their campuses. The research will not interrupt instructional
time with students in any form.
If you permit the research study, I ask that you provide the name and contact information of the
person who will act as the gatekeeper for obtaining participant contact information as I conduct
my study.
I look forward to your response.
If you have any questions about the procedures in the study or the purpose of the study, please
contact me. I will be happy to answer any questions. I can be contacted at
lcaldwell8@liberty.edu or by phone at 337-263-0921.
Thanking you in advance,

Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell
Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell
Doctoral Candidate at
Liberty University
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Dear ____________________,
I am writing to request your permission and assistance in conducting a research study in the
school district with volunteer teachers employed by your school board. I am asking for
permission from the School Board to conduct my research study in this school district on the
campuses of schools housing gifted centers or schools teaching gifted students.
The title of the research study is “Middle School Teachers’ Experiences Addressing Gifted
Students’ Basic Psychological Needs: A Phenomenological Study.” The study will not involve
students. I am asking permission to recruit volunteer participant teachers. I am seeking
participants who teach at least one middle school (6 th, 7th, or 8th grade) class comprised of ten or
more gifted students.
Attached you will find a teacher recruitment flyer which will be used to recruit teachers. I would
like to ask permission to contact the school principals to request assistance and conduct my
research with teachers located on their campuses. The research will not interrupt instructional
time with students in any form.
If you permit the research study, I ask that you provide the name and contact information of the
person who will act as the gatekeeper for obtaining participant contact information as I conduct
my study.
I look forward to your response.
If you have any questions about the procedures in the study or the purpose of the study, please
contact me. I will be happy to answer any questions. I can be contacted at
lcaldwell8@liberty.edu or by phone at 337-263-0921.
Thanking you in advance,

Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell
Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell
Doctoral Candidate at
Liberty University



Permission granted by:

Date:

Gatekeeper Information:
__________________________________________________
_______
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Appendix C
Permission from School Principal for Research
The following email script will be forwarded to principals of middle schools (6 th, 7th, and 8th
grade) located in MSD, the Louisiana school district being studied.
Good morning Principal ____________________,
I am writing to request your permission and assistance in conducting a research study recruiting
volunteer teachers on your school campus. Prior to contacting you, I have secured the
appropriate permission of the School Board to conduct my research study in this school district.
A copy of the approved research permission documentation is attached for your review.
The title of the research study is “Middle School Teachers’ Experiences Addressing Gifted
Students’ Basic Psychological Needs: A Phenomenological Study.” The study will not involve
students. I am asking permission to recruit volunteer participant teachers in the district. Teachers
who volunteer to participate will need to teach at least one middle school (6 th, 7th, or 8th grade)
class comprised of at least one identified gifted student.
Attached you will find a teacher recruitment flyer. Please post the flyer in the teachers’ common
areas.
Also, please forward via email the recruitment flyer to the teachers on the campus of your
school.
If you have any questions about the procedures in the study or the purpose of the study, please
contact me. I will be happy to answer any questions. I can be contacted at
lcaldwell8@liberty.edu or by phone at 337-263-0921.

Thanking you in advance,

Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell
Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell
Doctoral Candidate at
Liberty University
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Appendix D
Participant Recruitment Flyer

RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS NEEDED:

Middle School Teachers’ Experiences Addressing Gifted Students’
Basic Psychological Needs: A Phenomenological Study
 Are you 21 years or older?
 Do you teach 6th, 7th, or 8th grade middle school classes with identified gifted
students in your class?
If you answered YES to either of these questions, you may be eligible to participate
in an education research study.
The purpose of this research study is to explore the lived experiences of teachers
addressing the psychological needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) of
gifted middle school students. Participants will be asked to participate in a face-toface interview, submit one experience related artifact, and to attend one focus group
session. Participants will receive a $25.00 Amazon gift card for completing the
research study.
This study is being conducted at the Calcasieu Parish School Board district in Lake
Charles, LA.
Lorri Caldwell, a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University,
is conducting this study.
Please contact Lorri Caldwell at (337) 263-0921 or lcaldwell8@liberty.edu for
more information.



209


Appendix E
Email to Volunteers
The following email script will be used to reply to teachers who email me volunteering to
participate in my research study:
Hello ____________________,
Thank you for contacting me regarding your interest in participating in my research study. I
appreciate your willingness to participate and will need some additional information to determine
if you will be selected to participate.
First, please email me at lcaldwell8@liberty.edu explaining your current teaching role and
confirming you teach at least one middle school (6 th, 7th, or 8th grade) class comprised of at least
one identified gifted student.
Please include your phone contact information in the email, as I would like to contact you by
phone if you are selected, so we can schedule the face-to-face interview.
Attached you will find a Consent to participate form, which fully outlines the commitment to the
study. If you are in agreement, please sign it and return it to me at our scheduled face-to-face
interview.
If you have any questions about the Consent to Participate Form, the procedures in the study, or
the purpose of the study, please contact me. I will be happy to answer any questions or discuss
any concerns prior to your commitment.
Again, thank you for your interest in the study, and I look forward to working together.

Thank you,

Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell
Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell
Doctoral Candidate at
Liberty University
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Appendix F
Participant Consent Form

Consent
Title of the Project: Middle School Teachers’ Experiences Addressing Gifted Students’ Basic
Psychological Needs: A Phenomenological Study
Principal Investigator: Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell, Doctoral Candidate School of Education,
Liberty University
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. In order to participate, you must be at least 21
years of age and currently employed as a teacher in a Louisiana school district. Participants in
the study will be teachers who have experienced or are currently experiencing teaching gifted
middle school (grades 6, 7, and 8) students. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research project.
What is the study about and why is it being done?
The purpose of this qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological study is to investigate teachers’
experiences addressing the psychological needs of gifted middle school students within a public
school district in Louisiana. This study is about understanding what happens and how it happens
when a teacher addresses the psychological needs of relatedness (feelings of belonging to a
group or community and a connection to others), autonomy (feeling independent and being the
source of your own success in performing or completing activities), and competence (feeling
effective in your social environment and when encountering challenging activities) through
needs-supportive teaching. The study is about the lived experiences of the teacher, focusing on
what happens to the teacher and how the teacher experiences it. This study is being done to
understand the teachers’ perspectives and experiences as limited amounts of prior research have
been done on this subject.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things:
1. Participate in interviews in-person or online. I will conduct an initial 30-40 minute faceto-face interview, which will be video and audio recorded.
2. Submit one artifact relevant to teaching gifted students
3. Participate in one focus group session, in-person or online, limited to 30-40 minutes in
length.
4. Participate in follow-up interviews if needed. These interviews may include email, phone,
Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or face-to-face interviews. These will be limited to 30-minute
sessions and will be audio and video recorded.
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5. Verify and discuss your interview transcript for input. You will be asked to review your
interview transcripts to assure accuracy and provide input about the contents. This will be
done via email or face-to-face if email is unavailable.
How could you or others benefit from this study?
Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.
Benefits to society include a richer understanding of the lived experiences of teachers of gifted
students related to addressing the psychological needs of gifted students and promoting wellbeing in classroom environments. Administrators of gifted programs and teachers of gifted
students may benefit from understanding more about the experience from the perspective of
other teachers. School administrators with increased knowledge on the topic may influence
gifted programming decisions and teacher training and development.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.
I am a mandatory reporter, and if I become privy to information within the course of the study
related to child abuse, child neglect, elder abuse, or intent to harm self or others, I will be
required by law to report it to the appropriate agencies.


How will personal information be protected?
The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any information
that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher will have access to the records. Data collected from you may be shared for use in
future research studies or with other researchers. If data collected from you is shared, any
information that could identify you, if applicable, will be removed before the data is shared.




Participant responses will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms. Interviews
will be conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the conversation.
Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and may be used in future
presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted.
Interviews and the focus group session will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will
be stored on a password-locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the
researcher will have access to these recordings.

How will you be compensated for being part of the study?
Participants will be compensated for participating in this study. Participants who complete all
aspects of the study will receive a $25.00 Amazon gift card at the completion of the study. No
pro-rated benefits will apply if a subject does not complete the study. Email addresses will be
requested for compensation purposes; however, they will be pulled and separated from your
responses to maintain your anonymity.
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Is study participation voluntary?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not affect your
current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free not
to answer any questions or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.
What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data
collected from you, apart from the focus group data, will be destroyed immediately and will not
be included in this study. Focus group data will not be destroyed, but your contributions to the
focus group will not be included in the study if you choose to withdraw.
Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell. You may ask any questions
you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at
lcaldwell8@liberty.edu or 337-263-0921. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor,
Dr. Ellen Ziegler at eziegler@liberty.edu
Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu
Your Consent
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the study
after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided
above.
I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. I consent to participate in the study.
The researcher has my permission to audio-record and video-record me as part of my
participation in this study.
____________________________________
Printed Subject Name
____________________________________
Signature & Date
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Appendix G
Initial Phone Contact Script


Hello. This is Lorri Thibodeaux Caldwell calling in reference to your email about
participating in my doctoral research study. Thank you for your willingness to participate.



Did you receive the Consent to Participate form? Will you be able to complete it and
bring it to the interview?



I would like to take a few moments to go over the key points on the form.
1. By agreeing to participate and signing the consent/assent to participate form, you
are acknowledging that you are willing to participate in a face-to-face interview,
submit an artifact relevant to teaching gifted students, and participate in a focus
group session.
2. Your participation in the study is voluntary.
3. You may terminate your participation in the study at any point.
4. I will use pseudonyms for participants and protect your identity as a participant in
the study.



Do you have any questions regarding the form?



As a participant in the study, I will ask you to commit to three data collection methods.



The first method is a face-to-face interview which I would like to schedule now while we
are on the phone. Interviews will be held within the next three weeks. Do you have a
preference of day or time that is most convenient for you?



Where would you like to meet? We can meet at a public location locally, at your school
location or at my school? Where would you feel most comfortable?





The interview will be 30 to 40 minutes long.
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The second item is an artifact from your teaching experience. It can be any item you
choose—a lesson, activity, or item you feel



You will bring the consent form and the artifact with you to the interview.



The last data collection point will be a focus group session for 30 minutes.



The focus group session will occur after all face-to-face interviews are completed, which
I anticipate will occur the week following your face-to-face interview.



Provide my contact information to the participant.



Ask if the participant has any questions about the study or process I have shared for data
collection.

Record any questions or discussion with the participant.
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Appendix H
Email to participants explaining the Artifact and Documents Submission

Dear Participant,
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research study. In follow up to our
phone conversation regarding the study, we have scheduled a face-to face interview on
_____________________ at ____________________________. The interview will be
audio and video recorded and will take about 30 minutes.
When you come to the interview, I will need you to bring two items. The first is
your signed Consent to Participate Form, which I previously emailed you. A copy is
attached to this email as well. The second item is an artifact from your teaching
experience (can be a current year or prior year). I am asking that you submit one artifact
of your choosing that you feel represents your experiences as a teacher of gifted students.
The artifact should be an expression of your pedagogy with gifted students. Please
provide the assignment or instructions for the artifact’s creation. Possible examples of
artifacts include lessons, assignments, creative projects, or letters. All students’ names or
identifying information must be removed from the artifact.
You will be asked to share your artifact, reasoning, and interpretation of the
artifact at the face-to-face interview and focus group session.
Again, thank you for your participation! Please call me or email me if you have
any questions or concerns.
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Appendix I
Predesigned Interview Template
This template was digitally uploaded to allow digital note-taking during the interview. The
digital template automatically increased spacing as needed. I uploaded a new blank template for
each participant interviewed. Templates were housed in password-protected files on my personal
iPad and computer, and hardcopies were stored in a locked filing cabinet in my home.
Interviewee ID code:
Question

Please introduce
yourself to me as if we
just met one another.
CRQ
Describe what you feel
characterizes successful
teaching of gifted
students. CRQ
What does it take or
what is needed from
you to teach gifted
students? CRQ
Explain what happens
when you know a
student’s happiness has
increased because of
what happens in your
classroom environment.
CRQ
Explain the peer
relationships between
gifted students and



Date of interview:
Time started:
Time ended:
Keywords
Body
Researcher
in
language,
notes/themes
response
gestures,
expression
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others in your
classroom environment.
SQ3
Describe any
difficulties with gifted
students' personal
interactions have you
experienced? SQ3
Can you tell me about a
time(s) when you were
aware of a gifted
student being on the
outside or not
belonging with the
other students in the
class? SQ3
Describe what influence
you feel you have (as
the teacher) to influence
classroom relationships
involving gifted
students? SQ3
How do you feel when
you see that something
you are doing seems to
be improving students’
sense of belonging in
your classroom? SQ3
Tell me about times you
have seen a gifted
student’s emotional
state affect their
learning. SQ3
Describe your
experiences with
allowing gifted students
to have choices in their
learning. SQ1
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Explain what you have
experienced teaching
gifted students as it
relates to the students’
ability to master skills
or content? SQ2
How do you feel or
know when something
you have done in your
classroom has resulted
in motivating a gifted
student? CRQ
Describe what you have
experienced when you
felt you were unable to
meet the needs of a
gifted student. CRQ
What else can you tell
me about your
experiences with gifted
middle school students’
psychological needs as
they pertain to student
perceptions of wellbeing that you want to
share? CRQ
Additional topics discussed?

Follow-up notes?
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Appendix J
Focus group predesigned questions
1) Explain how you would describe the successful teaching of gifted students.
2) Share an experience when you have felt successful or effective when teaching gifted
students.
3) Explain why you chose the artifact your brought today.
4) How do you interpret the other artifacts brought to the focus group session today?
5) Explain your reaction to these artifacts.
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Appendix K
Focus group data collection form
During the focus group session, I used the template below to record significant elements
of the focus group discussion about the submitted artifacts, including dialogue, expressions,
gestures, and discussion related to autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs-supportive
teaching. My notations were limited to keywords that stood out, unexpected shifts in the
discussion, or markers for additional questioning. The template will be housed in passwordprotected files on my personal computer with hard copies locked in a filing cabinet in my home.
Participant
ID codes:

Date of focus group:
Time started:
Keywords

Participant

Participant

Participant

Participant

Participant



Body language,
gestures, expression

Time ended:
Notes

